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Abstract. As the use of various social networking technologies increase, so 
does the importance of understanding the long term implications for users in the 
context of end of life. Users post many digital artifacts online for many reasons, 
such as for storage, construction of their digital identity, communication, etc. 
Often these posts and uploads inadvertently build the digital legacy of the user. 
In this paper, we discuss the impacts of social networking and the construction 
of an online identity from an end of life perspective. The authors discuss the 
importance of education as an essential element for preparation and understand-
ing of this topic. A survey of college social network users is also reported along 
with a discussion on their feedback.  
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1  Introduction 

Many are using social networks for a plethora of reasons: staying in touch, finding 
new friends, reading news, status updates, just to name a few activities. The use of 
various social networking tools has been on the rise for some time, and trends suggest 
that this increase will continue [1]. Although participating in these social platforms 
are now commonplace, the implications of using these technologies in terms of the 
future are often not clear or not even considered. In this paper, we discuss the impacts 
of social networking and the construction of an online identity from an end of life 
perspective. We also report some preliminary insights from a survey of college age 
social network users as a step to gain a better understanding on how people feel about 
this topic. This paper focuses on the need for educating digital native students about 
these issues, as they will be the content creators of significant digital legacies and 
online identities through long-term usage of social networks.  

Content is added to our social networking sites (SNS) such as comments, pic-
tures, videos, links and, also replied comments to and from, other “friended” users, 
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and are aggregated to create the “profile” of an individual. These bits of data can 
also be thought of as “Narrative Bits” of information, or “narbs”, which describe a 
user and their interactions over time [2]. “The identity of an individual is eventually 
constructed by the combination of narbs that are available on a social networking 
site where different kinds of narbs work together to produce the composite narrative 
of a person at any moment in time” [2]. Others have referred to this combination of 
interactions and information joined on social media as one’s “digital soul” [3]. This 
is also true with other social technologies where text and media are not the primary 
mode of interaction. Over time, these chunks of information become our digital 
legacy. The entirety of our online identity is what remains after we are physically 
gone. This digital legacy is what many other users, friends and family members will 
remember of us once we are no longer living. It is therefore important to consider 
this fact, in order to be mindful of what is posted online and to also actively protect 
certain digital artifacts if the intent is to bequeath information, software, media or 
other digital content to friends, family or other users. We are interested in the im-
plications of social network usage from a legal and ethical perspective in the con-
text of end of life [4]. In this paper, we focus on an educational perspective by 
teaching and preparing users so as to be better equipped for future planning. There 
are many questions to consider in regards to content, individual “branding” or on-
line identity. In other words, upon a user’s death, what happens to the information? 
What were the wishes of the user in the event of their death? Is the culmination of 
posts, pictures, and status updates over a life time, the online legacy the user in-
tended to leave behind? Additionally, what are the legal ramifications of the de-
ceased user’s information?   

Many educators are already aware of the need to teach proper Internet etiquette or 
“netiquette”. This can include teaching students about appropriate language use, on-
line professionalism, email usage, and many other respectful online behaviors [5].  
With the rise of online and web based forms of interaction in modern society, know-
ing how to act in a responsible way online will be an important social norm for the 
future. Instances of employees losing their job due to posts on Facebook, or potential 
employers not hiring someone due to compromising photographs, and the develop-
ment of social networking policies for employees illustrate the impact of SN usage on 
our real lives. Also related to online behaviors, the effects of cyber bullying have been 
gaining attention in recent years. While negative consequences of improper online 
behavior have promoted education for better online usage, it is educators that have 
taken an important role at raising awareness and prevention. Similarly, educators can 
play a key role at raising awareness about the long term effect of SNS usage, when it 
comes to digital content and that of our digital legacy. While many of these netiquette 
ideas are helpful, the death of a user is often something that is not often considered. 
We feel that raising awareness through additional education is needed, but first we 
wanted to better understand the perception of this topic from current users. In order to 
gain insight on how users of social networks considered this topic, a survey was ad-
ministered to college age students and is discussed in the next section.  
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2 Research Methodology 

To begin to understand students’ viewpoint on social network usage from an end of 
life perspective, we developed a brief survey. We wanted to understand how college 
age SN user’s viewed the topic and to also gain insight on the types of content posted 
online, and if preparation of digital information had been considered. We also wanted 
to investigate what the final wishes of the person might be. Our current focus has 
primarily been on SNS, but we are also considering other online content in relation to 
virtual worlds, which also fit into the category of SNS in the context of how one 
communicates and forms relationships and identity. Boyd & Ellison describe a social 
network defines a web-based social networking site as a service that allows users to: 
“(1) Construct a public or semipublic profile within a bounded system (2) articulate a 
list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their 
list of connections and those made by others within the system” [6, pg 211]. These 
main points also true from a virtual world perspective.   

A survey was distributed to two undergraduate classes at a Mid-Atlantic university. 
One of the classes is a new seminar course, titled "Virtual Worlds and Society: Im-
pacts of Online Interaction", consisting of students in their first year of undergraduate 
education, the other is an upper level computer science class in artificial intelligence,, 
consisting of seniors in their last semester of undergraduate classes.  

To gain immediate feedback on this topic from students and their perceived con-
siderations on SNS usage, many discussions have taken place in the seminar course. 
The main focus of the course is on virtual worlds, but topics related to SNS are often 
discussed. Initial observations and discussions from students have been positive with 
their realization that a need does exist to consider these facts and to protect digital 
information for long term usage if SNS will be a technology used in mass for many 
years to come. Many students expressed that they had never considered this topic, 
while several had, due to their own experiences with friends and family members 
passing away, while their SNS remained active and online. Some students expressed a 
desire to have their SNS memorialized in the event of their passing, while a majority 
wanted their online presence deleted. Several methods were discussed as to prepara-
tion, such as creating and maintain a final status update, including certain aspects into 
estate planning, and about several websites that provide services for digital content 
management, specifically related to end of life. The survey was distributed to this 
class after the discussion. In the section below we report on the combined data from 
both classes.  

3 Survey Results 

3.1 Demographics  

In both classes combined there were 51 students with 41 students that responded to 
the survey, for an 80.4% response rate. The average age for the responding students 
was 21.3 years old. This included 15 females and 26 males. In the seminar course,  
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the declared majors for the students varied greatly, with the most frequent majors 
being art and design, exercise science and family studies. Several students in the class 
were listed with an undeclared major of study. In the artificial intelligence course 21 
students listed their major as computer science and the remaining three were informa-
tion systems majors.  

3.2 Results 

When responding to the question regarding the average amount of hours students 
generally spend online each day;  12 students (29.3%) reported they spend 1-3 hours 
online, 17 students (41.5%) reported 4-6  hours spent online, 11 students (26.8%) 
reported spending 7-9 hours online, and 1 (2.4%)  student noted that they spend more 
than 9 hours online each day. There were no students that reported they spend no time 
online or that they were unsure for the approximate time spend online. This survey 
did not specify how students were connecting to the internet or what they considered 
was being online or connected.  When being asked if they have a profile on a social 
networking site and which sites they maintained a profile (multiple responses are 
allowed), 39 (95.1%) students noted that they do indeed have a SNS profile. The re-
maining 2 students (4.9%) noted that they do not have a SN profile. For these two 
respondents, their data was not used in further data calculations where the survey 
question required having a social networking presence (i.e. question 3 and 4).  For 
the sites that they have accounts with, respondents listed Facebook 29 times, Twitter 
15 times, tumblr 3 times, instagram 2 times, and LinkedIn once. Nine of the respon-
dents did not list where they had a social networking site.  

In terms of types of information users generally post on their social networking 
site, five generalized categories were listed in the survey as options for this question; 
users were asked to list content if they chose “Other”.  Table 1 below describes the 
frequency of the choices. Users could select multiple options. 

Table 1. Types of Content 

Choice Total
A. Pictures 33
B. Text based posts 33
C. Video 15
D. Music or other audio 9
E. Other 2
Content Listed for Choice E. Links, Articles, Software

 
Users were asked to rank the importance of the content that they post on their so-

cial networking profile, from “Not at all important” to “Highly important”. From the 
respondents, one student had no response (n=40). The majority of the respondents 
(21) thought the content was somewhat to extremely important. Table 2 describes the 
frequency of responses from both classes.  
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The survey also asked participants if they knew anyone that had died, but their so-
cial networking profile is still present / active after the person’s death. From the stu-
dents, 24 (58.6%) reported “Yes” and the remaining 17 (41.4%) reported “No”. When 
asked “Would you want your social networking page to remain active if you were to 
pass away?”, 10 (24.4%) students responded “Yes” and the remaining 31 (75.6%) 
responded “No”. The next question asked about the types of digital assets that they 
currently have online (or on a personal computing device) that need to be protected 
after their death (if any). For this question, more than one option could have been 
selected. Photos, personal information, and documents are the ones being selected the 
most frequently. Table 3 lists the responses from both classes for this question.  

Table 2. Content Ratings 

Rating Total 
A. Not at all important 8 

B. A Little important 11 

C. Somewhat important 12 
D. Very important 7 
E. Extremely important 2 

Table 3. Digital Assets that need Protecting 

Category Total 
A. Photos 27 
B. Documents 15 
C. Music 9 
D. Video 7 
E. Intellectual property (i.e. things that you or others 
have created) 

9 

F. Personal Information (i.e. tax documents, addresses, 
financial data etc.)  

18 

G. Other 4 reported “nothing” 
H. No Response 3 

 
Table 4 below describes the responses for both groups when responding to whether 

they would want their digital content to be deleted, preserved with some restrictions 
or remain the same after their death.  Participants were asked if they did choose op-
tion B to preserve their content with restrictions, to list what restrictions they would 
want. 

For this question, 5 students noted that they would only want family to be able to 
have access, 2 students did not have any restrictions listed, 1 student noted that they 
only wanted certain people to view/access the content, 1 reported that they didn’t 
want everyone to have access, 1 wanted no one to be able to sign into any accounts, 1 
wanted only a spouse to be able to access, 1 student noted that financial information 
should be removed but remain active, and 1 noted that his/her account should remain 
active, but no one should be able to access it. The remaining 4 students that chose 
option B in that group did not report a restriction.  
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The survey also asked if they have files or digital content that they would want 
erased so no one would know about the content. From the students 9 (22%) responded 
“Yes” and 32 (78%) responded “No”. In the questionnaire, students were also able to 
list the content that they would want erased. This included: Facebook posts, photos, 
messages, chat logs and status updates. One person wanted everything deleted. When 
being asked whether they would want a virtual memorial when they pass away, 12 
(29.3%) responded “Yes” in favor of a virtual memorial, while 27 (65.9%) responded 
"No", and 2 (4.8%) students had no response. It was optional, for participants to 
comment on their options for this question. Some comments from participants that 
were against virtual memorials include:  “I think it is good enough having a real 
memorial. I wouldn’t want to burden someone in creating a virtual memorial for 
me”; “I’d rather have a real memorial if at all”; “I don’t want to be remembered as 
just a Facebook profile”; “Because my family doesn’t use a lot of social network-
ing”; “I may be remembered in the wrong way”. Some comments from participants 
that were for virtual memorials include: “I have a lot of online friends who I’m very 
close to”; “It might be nice for friends to remember me by”; “It would be Memora-
ble”; “I think it’s pretty cool”. “I feel like it would be nice for my friends and family 
to have something to remember me by”.  

Table 4. Content Preservations 

Choices Total 
A. Deleted 21 
B. Preserved with restrictions 17 
C. Remain the same (where anything could happen with access) 3 

 
As part of the study we wanted to examine if participants had any legal or other 

informal documentation that expressed their final wishes in terms of end of life 
preparation. This was asked as part of Question #11, but did not specify if this re-
garded only digital content. Only 1 (2.4%) responded “Yes” while the remaining 40 
(97.6%) responded “No”. Participants were asked to rate the statement “When it 
comes to virtual memorials on SNS how would you rate your feelings” using a scale 
from Disrespectful to Respectful and also from Not Important to Important. We 
have treated this scale as Likert scale because of the large deviation to see how the 
opinions are actually distributed across the board. Close to half of the participants 
(19) were neutral on this statement for both scales, while majority of the remaining 
participants thought it was respectful but not important to have virtual memorials. 
Table 5 below lists the frequency of responses. The lower the rating relates to a 
stronger feeling towards disrespectful and it being not important to consider. Fol-
lowing with Table 6, it describes participants rankings related to the question which 
asked to choose a statement that best identifies a position on the moral/ethical obli-
gations of digital assets after death. Majority of the participants (25) felt it is some-
what to extremely important. 
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Table 5. Rating For Importance and Respectfulness 

Rating Frequency  Rating Frequency 
Disrespectful    Not Important   
1 1  1 7 
2 3  2 8 
3 19  3 20 
4 12  4 6 
5 6  5 0 
Respectful   Important  

 
Participants were then asked if they had considered the importance of protecting 

online content in case of one’s death before taking the survey. 11 (26.8%) students 
reported “Yes” and 30 (73.2%) responded “No”. As it relates to another future 
project, they were asked “Would you want a permanent memorial to represent you in 
a virtual world?”. A memorial in a virtual world, would be some type of permanent or 
semi-permanent 3D structure or representation unlike a memorialized page on a SNS. 
Students taking the survey were all familiar with virtual worlds. Seven students 
(17.1%) responded “Yes” while 32 (78.0%) responded “No” and 2 students (4.9%) 
noted that they were unsure. Participants were then asked to rank on a Likert scale, 
their feelings in three categories as it related to virtual memorials on SNS. Close to 
half of the respondents were neutral on this topic, while majority of the remaining 
participants thought it was respectful but unimportant. Participants were evenly di-
vided on whether it is creepy to set up a virtual memorial.   Table 7 lists the results 
from that question.  

Table 6. Moral/Ethical Position Related to Digital Assets after Death 

Choice Total  
I cannot assess my position on this issue 11  
I don’t feel capable and knowledgeable in stating a moral/ethical issue 3  
I feel that morality/ethics is somewhat important 11  
I feel that morality/ethics is very important 12  
I feel that morality/ethics is extremely important 4  

 
When being asked “Have you ever conducted an online or virtual “funeral” before 

deleting a profile or account?”  All students (100%) responded “No” to this question. 
However, during class discussions previous to the survey, students had expressed 
hearing about a virtual funeral taking place in the World of Warcraft for a user who 
died in real life. The following question asked “Do you feel that more education on 
this topic is important?”.  The majority of the students, 30 (73.2%) reported “Yes” 
and 11 reported “No” (26.8%). The final question in the survey was an open ended 
question that only asked if they had any other thoughts or comments about the topic 
overall. Table 8 lists several comments that were reported.  
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Table 7. Rating for Virtual Memorials 

Rating Freq. Rating Freq. Rating Freq. 

Disrespectful   Not Important   Creepy  
1 2 1 8 1 4 
2 3 2 9 2 10 
3 17 3 19 3 13 
4 13 4 5 4 9 
5 6 5 0 5 5 
Respectful  Important  Not Creepy  

Table 8. General Comments 

Comments
“People should be more aware of what to do with all their online data after they pass”  
“I rarely use my SNS so it’s hard to say I care about its contents. I prefer to stay con-

nected in person or over the phone”
“Leaving a will that instructs loved ones about digital data sounds important’”   
“Online friendships can be very powerful. An online friend man never meet you once in 

person, but that doesn’t mean they will be any less affected by your death” 
“I think it is important to honor someone who has passed. It has to be respectful though. I 

personally have written on someone’s Facebook page that has passed. It helps release emo-
tions”  

“I would like to know more about it and the process of doing a virtual memorial”  
“I feel like everyone should know about it and have precautions in case of an accident, 

but I also feel like a virtual memorial could be a little much” 
“I feel that posting pictures, videos and memories of the person that passes away on their 

SNS is a nice way of remembering them. I feel that it should be able to remain there for as 
long as possible. It may be the only way that some people have to remember that person”  

4 Discussion  

There seems to be a significant need of addressing issues such as this during the col-
lege years. The matter regarding death and arrangements for one’s virtual identity is 
really a composite view of technological, legal, social and ethical perspectives which 
converge into an often new perspective for most students. Anecdotally we have ob-
served that students who received an exposure through in-class discussions seem to be 
slightly more aware about the importance of such arrangements. From the survey 
however, we can see that students do have some varying opinions regarding this topic. 
It is clear that the students had multiple presences on several SNS and posted a wide 
array of content. While most posting of content seem to be primarily text based con-
tent and photographs, this may change as more applications and services are being 
ported to the cloud, allowing more content to be stored online. Although many ranked 
their online profile as being only somewhat important, many spend large amounts of 
time online and interacting with other users on SNS. While some viewed their digital 
content as having importance that needed some preservation and/or protection, others 
did not seem to care what would happen to their content if something were to happen 
to them. 
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We feel that the results of this survey are helpful at gaining insight on how some 
college students feel about their content and in general, what they would want to hap-
pen in terms of their content. As noted by the question regarding the importance of 
protecting online content in case of one’s death, many students had not previously 
considered protecting their digital content in the context of this topic. From this pre-
liminary survey, we observed that the majority of the students are active on one or 
more SNS and spend time online each day. Most of their SN profiles contain several 
types of content with pictures and text based posting being the most popular. The 
students for the majority noted they did know of other people that had died and where 
the deceased’s page was still active. However, for their own content, the majority 
expressed that they wanted their own page be deleted and not active in the case of 
their death. Many other students did want their information persevered but with re-
strictions. With observing that many in our survey noted that they do not have any 
estate planning related to SN usage along with the fact they do want their content 
restricted or deleted, this topic needs additional research to help user protect content. 
Only 26.8% of those responding had considered the importance of protecting their 
own content in the event of their death. Additionally when asked about this topic, 
73.2% agreed that additional education was indeed needed.  

Education about proper planning is essential for protecting your digital content 
and/or your digital legacy. There are several key questions that one can ask as they 
are posting or storing any content online, such as:  1. Is this content something I’m 
alright with if it becomes part of my digital legacy?, 2. Is this content something that 
should be protected if something were to happen to me? and, 3. If this content should 
be protected, how can it be protected? Also, as part of our overall digital estate plan-
ning, there are a few more general question we may want to ask ourselves as well, 
such as:  1. Are my overall wishes for my digital content known?,  2. Can my final 
wishes for my digital content / online identity be carried out? and, 3. For the data I 
want to have protected or bequeathed, can my estate executor access my content?   

Although this was a preliminary survey, it was helpful as a first step at gaining in-
sight on the perception of college-aged users on this topic and to identify the need for 
additional education on this matter. In future studies we plan on focusing on certain 
questions more in-depth and to ask questions related to specific content and usage. 
This could include asking about specific time spent on their SNS, how they access the 
content, the frequency of posting and if they intend to use or maintain a profile online 
throughout their lifetime.  

5 Conclusions 

Although not a pleasant topic, protecting one’s digital assets in the event of one’s 
death is of a particular concern that deserves more attention and potentially affects 
every user with a digital presence. We believe that educating today’s students whom 
will be using SNS in an abundant number of ways need to consider long-term impli-
cations. As we move to a more digital way of life, more protection and education of 
preparedness is needed. We hope that through this project, we can make more people 
aware of how to prepare as well as further understand current perceptions related to 
SNS usage.  
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As part of our future work, we are in the process of collecting more data from sev-
eral more surveys as well as expanding our initial user model. We are also working 
towards extracting interaction details and comments from public profiles of individu-
als that are known to be deceased in order to see how other users interact with the 
content of these pages, how long they stay active, and what types of content remain 
on these profiles. With more of content being transitioned into electronic formats, it is 
of ever growing importance to protect this content and our own content for the future.  

References  

1. Arno, C.: Worldwide Social Media Usage Trends in 2012. Search Engine Watch (2012),  
http://searchenginewatch.com/article/2167518/Worldwide-
Social-Media-Usage-Trends-in-2012 (retrieved)  

2. Mitra, A.: Creating a Presence on Social Networks via Narbs. Global Media Journal 9(16) 
(Spring 2010) 

3. Paul-Choudhury, S.: Digital Legacy: The Fate of your Online Soul. New Scientist, issue 
2809 (2012), http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21028091.400-
digital-legacy-the-fate-of-your-online-soul.html (retrieved Decem-
ber 28, 2012)  

4. Braman, J., Dudley, A., Vincenti, G.: Death, Social Networks and Virtual Worlds: A Look 
into the Digital Afterlife. In: Proceedings of the 9th International Conference on Software 
Engineering Research, Management and Applications (SERA), Baltimore, MD, USA, Au-
gust 10-12 (2011) 

5. Berk, R.: Top 12 Be-Attitudes of Netiquette for Academicians. The Journal of Faculty De-
velopment 25(3), 45–48 (2011) 

6. Boyd, D., Ellison, N.: Social Network Sites: Definition, History, and Scholarship. Journal of 
Computer-Mediated Communication 13, 210–230 (2008) 

 


	Teaching about the Impacts of Social Networks: An End of Life Perspective
	1 Introduction
	2 Research Methodology
	3 Survey Results
	3.1 Demographics
	3.2 Results

	4 Discussion
	5 Conclusions
	References




