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Linkedln has a strong presence in the online lives of adults around the world; 
according to the Pew Research Center, 25% of all Americans use it (Green­
wood, Perrin, & Duggan, 2016). However, with its nearly 500,000,000 mem­
bers worldwide at the time of this writing (Linkedln, 2017a), over 70% of 
which are located outside the United States (Linkedln, 2017a), Linkedln is 
arguably the most popular social media site for work-related purposes. Ac­
cording to the company itself, the primary purpose of Linkedln "is to connect 
the world's professionals to make them more productive and successfulיי 

(Linkedln, 2016a). As ethnographers of communication, we were intrigued 
by Linkedln' s emphasis on the concept of professionalism, not only as ap­
plied to the nature and purpose of its network, but also in relation to the 
identities of its users and the ideal communicative behaviors to be performed 
in its virtual community. Having done work in the area of usability research 
and design (Milburn, 2015), we were also interested in how the Linkedln 
platform was implicated in ideas about-as well as the perfomוance of­
professionalism. Using the theoretical and methodological tools of the eth­
nography of communication (EC) and cultural discourse analysis (CuDA), 
we studied what it meant to be prof essional and to perf orm prof essionalism 
­n Linkedln. 1n so doing, we discovered that a particular cultural disס
cסurse--a discourse of professional communication-was expressed and 
prסnזoted via the Linkedln platfonn. In this chapter, after reviewing_ litera�e 
0

� professional talk and its settings, we will present our analysis 0
_
f this 

discourse and the way it was encoded into the Linkedln platform. Specifical-
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1 will show how an idea1 Linkedin user perf onns a y, we . . b h . Prסfess· 
l·n professionaI commurucat1ve e av1ors, and con גonaן s engages . . nects With eJr, 

professiona1s v1a L1nkedln. סtber 

PROFESSIONAL TALK AND ITS SETTINcs 

Among discursive research about institutional talk, we find des . . ' 'd . . h d · חcptנons 
about how individual employees 1 ent1t1es are s ape and d1splayed (Dre 
& Heritage, 1993; Dyer & Keller:Cסhen, 2000; !fס�es, _2006; HoJ1r1e: 
Stubbe, & Vine, 1999). The two ma1n ways profess1onal1sm 1s characteriz� 
are within an expressive system of work (see Carbaugh, 1996) or as a dispJay 
or perfoמnance of speaker competence (see Blazkova, 2011). Mada and Saf" 
toiu (2012) summarize the way "professiona1 communication" can be accom" 
plished through either individua1 speech acts סr joint, pragmatic actions. 
However, still missing are descriptions of professionalism in general, i.e., 

how professional selves are displayed outside of the organizations in which 

they work. Is professionalism an identity category that transcends a specific 
organization? Can one's professional identity be shaped by an organization 
for which an employee does not work? 

Creating a professional self is not done in isolation. It presumes at least a 
community of Iike-minded professionals or what has been theoretically de­
scribed as a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) who will under­
stand one's display of personhood. Linkedln is such a community, albeit an 

online one, providing a setting where participants can display their member­
ship and their professional identities in a specific, locally comprehensible 
way. Approaching a technological platform as a setting is a useful way to 
make. sense of it as a scene for social activity, one replete with roles, rules, 
prem1ses, and nonns. By setting we refer to Hymes 's SPEAKING beuristic 
(1964, 1972), wh ich helps ethnographers of communication categorize dif­fere�t facets or aspects of communication situations. Each letter of tbe mne­monic (S-P-E-A�K-I-�-G) represents different communication-related vari­ables or categones, w1th th e "S" referring to "setting" " " · the "pla f h . סr scene, 1.e., 
197;e

p
o 

6�)
sp�I �ct �nd, in ge�era] [its] physicaJ circumstances" (Hymes, 

cal l�ca�ion in w�1.
e

ch
1n
c ymes'_s t11?e th e .s�tting and scene denoted the physi-ommun1cat1on act1vity t k 1 b 

. . in describing online spaces ll (B . 00 P ace, t e concept 1s valנd 
Pfister & Soliz 2011) wh e

a
ths 

w� en�1to-Montagut, 2011; Herring, 2007; 
 r significantly "flatter" online spaces (Boellס · •mers1ve mult'dרer m י '

I 1mens
.
1onal v1rtual worl�s 

lo, 1999; Tosca, 2002), 
st0rff, 200B, Hart, 2015; Paol1l-

Approach ing Linkedln 's techno1ogica1 platfonn as a from an EC perspective, because it foregrounds the a sett1n� makes sense 
spaces have their own particular rules nonn . ssumpt1on that sucb , s, prem1ses, and meanings per-
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· · 23 . ing tס commun1cat1ve conduct. Hymes, 8 
tatil . 1" l'nk d . coתcept of a sett. ''psychסlog1ca space ז e w1th "cultural definition( ] f מוg was a 
(flnזyes, 1972, p. 60). Settings are cognitive 88 w II 8 

� an OCcasion" 
laces, and they are intricately linked with scripts e a das spl atial { סr physical) P s · 

n נn es of mmסc . 
tl·ve conduct. ett1ngs are mental constructs that we as . . . תuוca-

. . b h . SOCנate Wtth guוdel. ror commun1cat1ve e avזor. In other words the peo 1 . •nes יג h . . . , p e present m a וg' 

settiמg generally ave 1deas 1n m1nd about their roles th ven 
d • . ere, as we]I as the norms, rules, an prenuses govem1ng communicative cond ct • that . 1· . u m place Wbat's more, 1n an 1 מסne env1ronment the nonns premises d 1 . · . . d ' ' ' an ru es gu1d-

ing commun1cat1ve con uct may actually be encoded into the 1 � 6) Th. · b · P a1.1nחo 1tself (Hart, 201 . 1s 1s ecause mterfaces are a means not only of . . d . . . presentmg informat1on, opt1ons, an act1v1t1es to the user, but also of organizing · i:, _ · d · • • נnגor 
mation, opt1ons, an act1v1t1es. The very design of an online platform serv 
to enable and/or constrain communicative action, allowing some activiti:: 
and restricting others; in this way interfaces are implicated in users' interpre­
tational and sense-making processes (Beer, 2008; Gane & Beer, 2008; Mano­
vich, 2001, 2003). Whether explicitly or not, the technological platform sup­
porting user interactions is implicated in local understandings of sanctioned 
communicative behavior. 

METHODS 
Data Collection 

When people make use of an interactive online platform such as Linkedln, 
they must navigate what is possible, what is permissible, and what is not. 
This is especially true within an unfamiliar online community where a user 
might be a new and/or novice member, and/or when the protocols for engag­
ing in that community are frequently changing. For users and researchers 
alike there is a leaming curve to determine how interactions are supposed to 
proceed and what they are supposed to signify. In our case, applying CuDA 
to Linkedln 's community required carefully investigating users' experiences 
as well as the online setting on and through which those experiences occur 
(here, an interactive, technology-mediated platform). Drawing סn Hart's 
(2015) methods for analyzing the ways in which digital interfaces enable and 
constrain users' experiences, we theref ore engaged in a two-pronged ap­
proach to data collection. First, we collected users י stories of and perspectives on their experienc� of professionalism on Linkedin. To do this we circulated a call for interview­ees among our own social and professional networks, using Facebook, Lin­
kedln, and other networking tools that we had access to, such as intraorgan­
izational Listservs. Once we began interviewing those who responded to our initial calls, we used snowball sampling to identify other likely interview 
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candidates. In total we interviewed 20 Linkedin users Wh 
cal location as well as linguistic/ cu1tura1 backgrounds 

o, When geo . f d . .&'.י&. 

• 

Were tak &rapb· 
count represented a var1ety 111 סerent countnes, includ. en into י· ' . . G J גng Aגtst . � ain, Canada, Ch1na, Es�on1a, . eמnany, apan, and the United State 

raI1a, Biזt
. 

In conducting the 1nterv1ews, we 1eamed that our inte . s. 
L 'nk dI fi 1 .c. 

rvגewees from experts who used 1 e n requent y 1סr complex זang"ג . conunu . 
"\1 tasks to novices who used the platf 1 חמסnfrequently and Were 

nגcati0n ' . 1 · . B . not fnזa  ·נ·
with many of its funct1ona 1t1es. ecause our pu11יose 1n cסnductin h 

 · זra נ .
f 

· · h g t e זnt-
vi ews was to elicit all types ס user exper1ences w1t the platfonn �r-. . ·1 · d d d . 

' as WeJI as a range of perceptions on 1t, ':e ut1 1ze open-e� e 1nterview questiסns t 
allowed users to discuss act1ons and/or emot1ons. To this end, we khat 

questions that began with their origins of use, addressed specific gסal: ed 
 . f . and purposes, and concluded with thoughts on uture expectat1onsו

. All the interviews were conducted in English and were done either in 
person or remotely using Skype. When participants granted us pennission, 
we recorded the interviews using either Apple 's Voice Memos app (in per­
son) or Audio Hijack Pro (remote). All recordings were transcribed; in those 
cases where no recording was made, we transcribed our notes. All record­
ings, notes, and transcriptions were added to our data set. 

In the second phase of data collection, we focused on the Linkedln plat­
fonn itself. Drawing on our training in the ethnography of communication, 
we engaged in participant observation by spending time on Linkedin using 
our own accounts, from w 1c vantage point we studied the p atfonn. e 
collected screenshots and jotted down notes, paying attention to the various 
communication options and protocois f or what Linkedin tenns a basic ac­
count.. ei�o -� o�er th�_ ublic Linkedin belp pages at https://www. 
l1nked1n.com/help/l1nked1n, which rovided detailed descri tions of the lat­
form's fun�_?nalj_t.i��.1..�s weil as protocols for its use. Fina]ly, we collected 
o er materia�s pertaining to ine platform and its use, including Linkedin 's tei:111s סf serv1ce, the account-related emails that we as Linkedin us rs re­c�גved, and how-to �aten� s __ סr Linked!E_ account ho]ders ftom otber profes­sioruilaeve סpment sites. All these materiais were added to our data set. ------

Data Analysis 

Our data analysis process l • . . . 
d . . was mu t1step. The 1mt1al data analytic tool that we use זn סur exam1nation of ,-/'; · ן · 

8 'b d 
proJesszona zsm 1s what Carbaugh (1989) de-cn e as terms for talk or "co . . 

action" (Carbaugh 2017. C b 
mmunגcat�on codes for talk and pragmatic 

used this concept�l ftam� to � :
ug�, Nucנforo, Saito, & Shin, 2011). We 

the Lin kedln platfonn. Accordזn 
e
�

1:e 
what co�ted as professional talk on 

communication" in use and if so 
g 

yh
, 

t ki
�s
d
ked, are there cultural terms for 

t. d ' w a n s of communi t. b גces o those cultural tenns point t (C b 
ca סגn- ased prac-o ar augh, 2017; Carbaugh et al., 2011 

' 
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BB)? To discover cultural tenns and th . 25 

P·e t,egaח by scrutinizing the data set for p:;. col
ncomitant culturaנ �-· 

w . t 1 d 
ICU ar tenns 

1 
1'8 8".LICCs 

cornrnuשca e �ro��r y an P':סfessiona//y חס Linked 
uggזseing a way � 

ficalו�jg," "connecttng, etc. Speןן ly, we examined te
ln, such as "מetwc1זo. 

iona1 talk as they occuחed חג the interview data . 
lחח:י

 related to זpofes,. s . rti • , , גnc udנng h figured גntס our pa cגpants accounts and ex . ow SUch snחet 
xamined the Linkedin platf onn to identify whi 

p
h
e�ences. AdditiaחoJJy, \Ve e 

h' h . c •סrms of pro� . 
existed there, w 1c practזces they involved and h h 

essוonaJ talk 
discouraged by the platf onn, s build. In esse;ce w 

ow 
l
t ey were baחeled or 

. f fi . 1 · 
' e ana yzed how l ocaז . lו--and practזces ס pro essזona זsm were encoded into the L. •� 

. If 
inkedin platfonn 

1tse 

Next, we applied the conceptual suite of meaning.-s . 
. . . , premises, and rulu 

pertaining to commun1catוve conduct drawn from both h · · 1992 1997 · Phil · 
' speec codes theory 

(Phil1psen, , , 1psen, Coutu, & Covarrubias, 2005) and CuDA 
(Carbaugh, 201 �). In speech codes theory (SCT), a speech code is defined as 
"a sy�t�m of socזally co_ns�cted symb�ls and meanings, premises, and rules, 
pertamnנg to commumcat1ve conduct (Philipsen, 1997, p. 126). EC re­
searchers use SCT and the concept of speech codes to examine situated 
communication within particular communities, and to understand the ways 
that its strategic use enables community members to develop shared under­
standings and coordinate their activity (Fitch, 1998; Philipsen, 1997; 
Schwartzman, 1989). Similarly, in CuDA all communication practices in­
volve underlying ( cultural) meanings and premises, the discovery and the 
description of which is a foundational step in the research venture (Carbaugh, 
2017). For our study, we examined pattems in the meanings (i.e., signifi­
cance) of prof essional talk on Linkedln, the premises underlying professional 
talk (i.e., the assumptions about its value, operation, etc.), and the ruJes 
goveming its execution. 

Finally, we used CuDA to direct our attention to three particular discur­
sive hubs-being/identity, doing/action, and relating (Carbaugh & Cerulli, 
2018; Carbaugh, 2017)-as they emerged from the data. Discursive hubs 
refer to previous]y identified sites of cultural meaning. To address questions 
about identity we f ocused on the being hub, analyzing what it meant to be 

professional on Linkedln including how a professional self סught to be 
' 

d . h b displayed. To address questions about action we focused סn the oing u ' 

asking what "professional" behavior entailed, including what specific acts a 

professional ought (or ought not) to engage in סn Linkedln. Finall�, to ad­

dress questions about how people interact we focused סn the re!ating hub, 

tud • " � · nally" w1th one an-s ymg how users were expected to engage pr1סessio 
th . ged conveyed both 

0 er. From there, evidence of a cultural d1scourse emer . ' . d 
explicitly and implicitly by the company, applied by our interv1ewees, an 

 .ecoded into the Linkedln platfonn itselfמ
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FINDINGS 

Th orted utility of having a Linkedin account is to b e purp ful" . ' .c. • 1 � 
d t. and success נn one s pr1.ס.ess1ona persona (L'nk e "זןןl\... pro uc 1ve . 1 edin, -·-ure 

H ,;ן.e�sional is equated w1th labor and employment. Of 216סa, ere, p1סז � h . h course L· }. dln rs need not be employed to use t e s1te; סwever, LinkedI . , ו.ekנג use 
c. f , 1. 

n נs גepנ· ly designed to showcase those גacets o a �ser s ife that relate to leit. 
S whether past, ,eresent, or future. hךe tfiree CuDA hu6s tli

at 

 1/נa rieז;;
career , =, • = -dl fl d • Irert.ז. 

• rta' d to professiona1ism מס L1nke n as re ecte 1n our data w� -.. , pe me , . 
lf ('d . . . "'le strate. 

'cally displaying one s professנona1 se 1 ent1ty), connectנng With g1 . . . ,c. • 
other 

users (action); and engag1ng �1th other users 1n �ro1es�1ona1 ways (reJatingJ. Here we will describe our find1ngs on each hub, mclud1ng how each hub Wי.ic 

encoded into the platfonn. 

Displaying the Professional Self (Identity) 
s 

Creating a profile is the first step to using Linkedln; without one סnly a 
Iimited amount of infonnation on the p]atfonn can be searched f סr סr viewed. 
To create and modify one's profile, Linkedln offers a worksheet-style inter­
active web page with which a Linkedln user can add, edit, סr remove infor­
mation simply by clicking on the relevant section of the page. The key 
infonnation shared via a Linkedln profile is featured at the top of each proftle 
page, i.e., what Linkedln tenns the "Intro" section. The Intro section high­
lights infonnation that is foundational to a Linkedin profile: a profile photo, 
first and last name, current position, geographica1 region, and professional 
industry. Beneath the Intro is the "Experience" section, where users can list 
their past and present positions; for each one, users can enter the job title, the 
company, start and end dates, and a brief description of the position. Follow­
ing the Experience section is "Education," where users can list any degrees 
�amed. Progressing down the profi1e page, other possible sections to include 
 .a user's profile are "Featured Ski11s and Endorsements " "Recommenda­t�ons" (rec�ive� and/or given), Accomplishments, Interests: and so on. Addi­tio�al sections m a user profile can include things like Publications, Certifi­cations, Cours�s, Proje�ts, Honor� & Awards, Test Scores, Languages, etc ש
" 

The more m�?nnati?n . users mclude in their profiles, the greater their Pro�le Stren��,: a bu1lt-m "Profile Strength meter" measures "how robust [ one s] profile נs and provides "recסmmendat1·0· ns on wh. h fil n' t dd · . נc pro 1 e sec ons · . ס a to unprove the dנscoverability of [ one, s] profi1e in search results and mcrease profile search appearances" (Linkedin 2017 ) Wh fil · d d • ' e · en a user's pro-
1 e זs eeme complete, Lנnkedln rates it as "A11-St " T k the profile sections available to Linkedin us J:'� ar. a en as a whole, ' 1 · � . ers a111nn what facets of a per-son s 1זe are relevant to theנr prof essional ident. ty S. 1 gories that are סmitted from a Linkedln profile� . hunu tan�ously, the cate­suc as manta1 and/or fami-

, 

- -
--

....,_ 
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 · ·ma eane 1-, י . ' utside of work etc k Jyswס n erestsז ,tuS hob 1esונ-4

b ut what is consזdered to be iחe1evant to חס , _xp וcזt יlatement a ס . . e s prof essנonaJ lf • vironment. As one 1nterv1ewee reported (al] name ha been se מז thi1 en s ve changed): 
If somebody sets up a Linkedin profile in the way that b d · ' · נt was probabוy de.. signed to e o

b
ne-

d ,1t s aת on1נne resume-so you are eאiתg ev�., skills and every ס Y s work they have done throughout th · 
 1 ןvvu ו ·-

• 
h 

eוr career y 00 are basical1y seemg w at somebody's skiI1s or somebody's inter 
, t 1 t y . esu, or eזחOI-body s a en s are. . . . ou are not see1ng whether Joanie has tlu kids much Ginny loves to bake bread, how much Joanie Joves watc::ז n ' how 

with the Stars. lt's al1 about their professional-all their career base] kiז:
ing 

talents. (Trisha) s and 

In this way, the Linkedln user interface is encoded with expectations for 

what comprises a professional identity, and it explicitly directs users to dis­
play the appropriate facets of that identity, and to suppress (omit) those facets 
that are iחelevant. 

As users build out their profiles, a key rule in operation is that they must 
portray their professional sel� This is explicitly communicated in 
Linkedln's User Agreement, �er section 8.2 (Don'ts) it states that 
each user agrees not to "create a false identity on Linkedln"; "misrepresent 
[their] identity (e.g., by using a pseudonym); [their] cuחent or previous posi­
tions, qualifications or affiliations with a person or identity"; or "create a 
member profile for anyone other than [themselves] (a real person)" (Linke­
dln, 2017h). This rule was not lost on our interviewees, all of whom ex­
pressed the assnשption that Linkedln should only be used to display one's 
real professional self. As another interviewee explained: 

Everything that I want expose[ d] professionally in my real life, in my real 
professional life, would go onto my [Linkedln] profile So anything I would 
reveal in a prof essional encounter I would also consider putting it on my 
Linkedln profile. My photos, what skills I have, what my goals are, what my 
education is, my professional background, my previous jobs, maybe even my 
stance on certain technologies. . . . I would stress that [people] should use 
Linkedln in such a way that it reflects their professional life and not something 
else, and that they don 't use it as-that they don 't lie on their proflle סr that 
they don 't exaggerate and that they try to have it reflect their true business and 
their true professional person-personality. (Matthew) 

In fact, in the event that a user detects "inaccurate" or false information סn 
another user' s profile, they may "file a f ormal complaint" using Linkedln' s 
Notice of Inaccurate Profile Information fonn, on which they must assert 
how they "know [the] account or other information to be inaccurate סr false" 
(Linkedln, 2017c). All such fonns are said to be reviewed by the company's 
"Trust and Safety" team (Linkedln, 2017g). 
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Al h h the platf orm is not equipped to automatically . t oug . d 
. 

l 
Veגrry th fuln f user' 8 Linkedln profile, 1t oes 1nc ude built-in 111 h . e tן1ןנL 

ess ס a l f , ec an
1 

11" 

ld encourage honesty in the portraya ס one s prof essiסna] se]f sg11ן tbat 
cou 

1 Linkedln '8 Skill Endorsements f eature, which al] · 1nere i& 
f or examp e, . h h b " d , סws us , . th . wn proficiencies whic can t en e en סrsed ' by an 1 זes to 11st e1r ס ' . Y st-d 

tl. Users can also use the Recommendatגons feature eז'th egree 
connec ons. . er to 1 .. ndations from and/or g1ve them to 1 st-degree cסnnectiסns ( � e זcנt 
recomme . h . a גeatu 
h t will return to shortly). Here aga1n, t e expectatגon of סur inte . זe 
t a we . . 1 • f v1זew 

that users be honest ש the1r eva uat1ons ס one another, su h ees was 
h . " ,, " c that 

these profile features would represent t e1r true סr actual" skills and 
't'es Some interviewees took this so seriously that they refused to endqUaJ .. 
 rseס . . 1 1
their connections unless they were a�solutely certa1n ?f the. genuiתeness of 

their purported qualities. Without th1� honesty, one 1�terv1ewee said, she 
would "just [be] adding mush" to someone's profile. (Tnsha) 

Connecting with Others (Action) 

As a social networking site, Linkedln 's explicit purpose is to connect its 
users with one another. On the Linkedln platform, to connect means to estab­
lish a symbolic link with another user, thereby demonstrating. an association 
or a relationship. Linkedln displays only three types of connections: lst­
degree (users are directly connected to one another); 2nd-degree (users are 
not directly connected to one another, but they share a 1 st-degree connec­
tion); and 3rd-degree (users have a 2nd-degree connection in common). If 
two users are not connected in any of these ways, then the default status of 
their relationship is "Out of Network," which.means that the two users have 
no recognized connection on Linkedln. The number of connections that a 
user has is prominently noted at the top of the profile page, up to 500 (be­
yond that the number is displayed simply as 500+). 

Knowing the local rules for how and wheh to connect with other Linkedln 
users is fundamental to being a competent rnember of this community. On 
the �ne hand, �s o�r .interviewees reported, it can be tempting to make con­
nectזons less d1scnm1na�e�y wi!h th� simple aim of enlarging one 's network. H?w�ver, from the adm1n1strat1ve v1ewpoint, it is not appropriate to connect w1th Just an�one,., On the contrary, Linkedln explicitly instructs users to con-nect only w1th contact[ s] you know personally and wh tru t a � · 1 1 l" • ס you s on pr1סess1ona eve (L1nkedln 2017b) Linkedln's Us A fi � • . . ' · er greement goes so ar as to 1סrb1d connectזng w1th unknown users also prohi'b ·t · " 1. · [ · ] ·1 ddr ' 1 1ng so 1c1t 1ng ema1 a esses or other personal infonnation" from unkn L'nk dI 11 " [. ] L 'nk dl . . . own 1 e n us-ers, as we as us 1ng 1 e n 1nv1tat1ons to send mess d י kn . ages to people who on t ow you סr who are unl1kely to recognize you as kn (Link dln . . a סwn contact" e , 2017h). Accord1ng to L1nkedln this rule is in pla b kn 

' ce ecause on1y own and trusted contacts can be considered "quality conn ect1ons," and 
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onlY they can be "trust[ ed] to be part of [on , ] 
29 

1 . 1 f . e s network" (L' 
This under y1ng ru e ס know1ng and tru t' 

 (nkedin 20 l 7dו
. • 

 · ' • ng one' sו 8
commun1cated by our 1nterviewees: 

conחectוons was also 

• 1 choסse not to allow connections of any ha . . h 
one t t I have t 

done bus1ness w1t , or have shared infסnnat' 
no anone>זlly 

in some fonn סr shape. (Dustin) 
 r provided resources toס ,onג

• My own policy [ סn having Linkedln connectז'o ] · . h 
ns 1s people I have actuall 

worked w1t are th� only people I have [in my network]. (Adam 
Y 

• [ln my network] it would probably be past collea th )1 
worked with, within the same company [and] c t 

gues 
ha
at actually 

. , . us omers t t I worked 
w1th. . . . I don t know if I would use it initially to contact an unknown 
person. I probably would contact people that I've had kn 

1 . h' . h ' you ow, a prevז-
ous re at1ons 1p w1t somehow. (Molly) 

• 1 tend not to connect with people who I don't know, even if I know them 
through somebody else. I tend not to have too many connections with 
people who I vaguely know. When I get connection requests, unless 1 
know them סr they are familiar to me I tend not to accept, unless they are 
people who l've heard about. For example, 1 might have heard about 

. . somebody mentioning a chap who is the HR director or the L&D director 
at HP or Nokio, or something, and they've mentioned this guy's got really 
interesting ideas, and then if I come across them, or they have asked to 
connect to me, then 1'11 accept. But if it's just some guy I've never heard 
of before then I tend to ignore them. (Charles) 

• Do I know them and have I worked with them for over, let's say, a year? 
1n other words I might have to write a reference f or them-do I have the 

capability to do that? People that I've worked with for a week or whatever, 

or maybe someone [ from a] company [ that] once sold me something-1 

just ignore those people . But people that I have worked with for more than 

a year, 1 accept their Linkedln requests. (Richard) 

As the excerpts above illustrate, our interviewees recognized and followed 

Linkedln's suggested strategies for making network connections. 

The expectation that Linkedln networks must be comprised only of 

known and trusted others is encoaed 1nto the plafform in explicit ways. Por 

example, when users click on the "My N etwork" tab, Linkedln displays a 

"people you may know" field, listing other people who might ?e "�o�n'� to 

that user. Beneath each person 's name and information is a d1rect invitation 

to either "Connect" with them or "Invite" them to join Linkedln. Users are 

also asked to consider importing their email address books from their _devices 

into Linkedln via the ''Grow y our N etwork" page, a f eature descnbed by 

Linkedln as "the fastest way to grow your network," with known ( and ?re­

sumably) trusted people. Using these data, Linkedln also makes suggest1ons 

-

---
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t. g on Linkedln the most prom1nent ס w 1c 1s that users sh 
1 connec ס . . , שud 

connect only with those people who are known to them, 1dea]ly 1n a profes-
sional context. 

Engaging with Others Professiona1Iy (Relating) 

The third hub of communicative activity that we explored was relating with 
other Linkedln users; specifically, with one's connections, i.e., the people 
within one's Linkedln network. A key rule operating on the platfonn is to be 
positive and constructive in one's communication. This rule is strongly ex­
pressed in Linkedln's user guidelines, which. exhort members to be "nice," 
"courteo�," "professional," and "r�spectful'' U sers are told not to "promote 
negat1vity" or "be rude"; this would,'in fact, be grounds for remova1 from the 
pl atform. Users must al so "keep comments, postings, and interactions con­
structive." This entails "shar[ing] ideas and opinions openly," "answer[ing 
questions] with thoughtful and ftiendly contributions," and "shar[ing] best 
�ractices, ideas, and knowledge with other users." By offering up "construc­
t1ve feedback," the Linkedln community can purportedly become a better 
and more profes�ional space ��inkedln, 2013, 2015, 2016b). 

iי;e ex�ectatזon to be pos1t1ve and constructive was also visible in Linke-

t
d
o
ln
l1
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s
h
er_ 1nt
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_(UI)

1
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d��ctly critiquing one's connectioנ �e :�I does �ot afford any means of cnt1que a fellow connection is thr�ugh 
o: p�ssנb!e way to compJain or endorsement or recommendation. 

iss1on, I.e., not offering any 

---



Chapוer 2 

DISCUSSION 31 

th
. chapter we described three main hubs f 

In 15 
r, · 1 · 0 commun· · aining to proנessנona 1sm on Linkedln: strategicall . •�t•ve activity 

pert. na1 se1f (identity); connecting with other prol'.y d_נsplay1ng eמo's 0"י-

fess1ס . h . . iessנonali ( . ץ•' ging wנth ot er users 1n professוonal ways (relat' ) 
actנon); and 

enga 

three hubs indicate that a cultural discourse 1
-

 11eוg ·1Taken aa a wo�נ
these . ' . s תז p ay wh. h ' 

!'. tס as Lוnkedln s culturaI dוscourse of profies . 
1. 

' •c we wilJ 
rerer . I. . . sזona נsm The . urse of profess1ona 1sm 1s localזzed within Lז'nk dl , · CUlturaJ 
d1scס . • . e ת s parti J . 

++ing and poזnts to assoc1ated practזces f or enacting l". • 
c� ar oתJ1תe seiנ.ו ' . . h' . . pro1ess1onaJזsm (J� .... , defmed) w1th1n t 1s sett1ng, זncluding how to relat to U\,CIJ• 

Iy . e or מOCתect 'th 
other users: and how to commu�1cate appropriately while doing so. 

 Wו

Jnterestזngly, the culturaI d1scourse of professionalism 1. 
d 'fi . . re זes upon, but 

lso transcen s, spec1 זc organ1zat1onal affiliations that Li'nk dI a . . e n users ref er-
nce in theזr profiles. N evertheless, the d1scourse of pro.c.e881· a1 • e . 1 • סn 1sm as זt is 

enacted through and מס the L1nkedln platfonn affords limited 'b'l' . .c. b . . -even re-
stricted-pסss1 1 1t1es 1סr e1ng, act1ng, and relating. When user 

h . 1. .c. • s compose and display t e1r on 1ne pr1סess1onal selves, contextualized only wjth · th 
limited setting of the Linkedln platfonn, a fragmentary picture emer�:s. נ 
Linkedln profile cannot encompass a professional identity, even when it is of 
"All Star" quality. Similarly, by limiting what users can display about them­
selves on the platform (i.e., who users can "be" in this setting), Linkedln 
effectively limits how users can relate with one another. For example, by 
omitting any additional information included in a user's profile, lst-, 2nd- or 
3rd-degree connections may f eel prevented from knowing a more "authentic 
self' with facets beyond job skills and experiences. Furthennore, by prescrib­
ing a Iimited type of interactions, the site does not encourage what we might 
have deemed as important relationship-building activities in other interper­
sonal settings, such as greeting sequences, going through stages of relational 
development, and sustaining interaction in ongoing ways ( also see Scollo and 
Poutiainen's chapter, this volume). 

Although we didn't apply the CuDA hub of dwelling per se, by examin­
ing a Hymesian setting we approach a dwelling-Iike hub. People do not live 

 dwelling might suggest, but the UI is constructe� as תn Linkedln, as the tenס
a place within which shadow-selves-users' profiles-reside, and a partזcu­

!ar type of being and relating by these professional selves makes �ens�. �: 
IS nזore, סur investigation of the cultural discourse of professionalism 
L' • · d d · t (and inkedln included analysis of how the discourse 1tself 18 enco e in °. 

prסmoted by) the setting itself here the Linkedln platform or UI. We illus-

�ated how the Linkedln UI pl�ys a significant role in cuing us�rs to _engag
t� 

111 p � • · t to th1s onl1ne se rסiessional conduct in a manner deemed appropna e 
tin · 1 2015) a part1cu-

g. Put differently the Linkedln UI "encodes" ( cf. Katrie ' lar n . , . . ded to guide users 
 tion of professional communication, and 18 intenס
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. determined tס be coחect and legitimate for this sett' through the act1ons 1. . . ) fu . 1. . 1ng 
.d. rs with limited (and 1m1t1ng nct1ona 1t1es, the UI al · By prov1 1ng use . . . ld b . so 

fr engaging in act1v1t1es that wou e cons1dered unpro" 
blocks users סm l b 1 · • • גes" 
. . n'ate in this space. Users eam a out eg1t1m1zed and no s1onal or 1napprop . • h b n-

. . . d ys of being and commumcat1ng as t ey ecome mסre expen leg1t1m1ze wa . 
members of this community. The L1nkedln platform encode� 1deas about the 

.c. • 1 self and how that self should be expressed; זt also serves to 
pro1ess1ona . . . . 
regulate professional commun1cat1on in th1s space. 

Finally, we want to address the notion _of cross-cultural �omparisons. In 
our fmdings we noticed that what is conce1ved of as p�ofess1o_nal communi­
cation on Linkedln resonates with the way expert1se typ1cal סf Nסrth 
American culture is enacted (Dyer & Keller-Cohen, 2000). These practices 
also resonate with some features of what Carbaugh ( 1988) referred to as 
"Talking American." In particular, the preference for "honest" communica­
tion on Linkedln is similar to the American practice of "being honest" desig­
nated by "truthful and open talk where individual rights are exercised and 
self is displayed" (Carbaugh, 1988, p. 110). The difference might be that on 
Linkedln, individual rights are limited; we did not find users describing their 
communication on Linkedln as "open" ( although some interviewees de­
scribed "sharing" on the platform). Further, what we observed was akin to 
Carbaugh's (1996) discussion of working selves articulated through and im­
plicating communication practices. We conceived of Linkedln as a rich, 
cultural site where professional selves (who may be working in a particular 
organization at the moment) connect with known others via invitations and 
acceptan�es t� form a network. It was through these cultural practices that 
the relat1onsh1p between communication and professional identity became noticeable . 

. ln sum, our study illustrates the utility of using CuDA to examine how L1nkedln users present themselves, connect with others and t bl · h ( d . . ) � . , es a 1s an ma1nta1n pr1סess1onal relationships in this online environm t H 1 furth . . en . סw peop e er interact _w1th others on Linkedln, and the possibility of what the do there transcend1ng and/or blending into other settings cert . 1 
y
fur ther exploration. ain Y waחants -
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