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ABSTRACT 

WE CAN GO THE DISTANCE: COMMUNICATING THROUGH CONFLICTS IN LONG-

DISTANCE FRIENDSHIPS 

by 

Lindsay F. Kelpinski 

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2019 

Under the Supervision of Professor Erin Sahlstein Parcell 

When conflict arises in long-distance friendships (LDFs), the friends might use technology-based 

channels to communicate about these conflicts. Given the distance, when the friendship partners 

want to address challenges that arise, they must use channels available to them to discuss these 

problems. The goal of this study was to understand how these LDFs address and manage conflict 

when using technology as their primary means of communication and what common approaches 

they have when negotiating these conflicts. To gather perspectives of how individuals should 

communicate about their conflicts, focus groups were conducted. Four focus occurred which 

consisted of college students at a large Midwestern university and averaged three people per 

group (N = 12). These focus groups allowed data to be collected about LDF technology use 

regarding conflict, conflict management experiences, and communication expectations. Data 

were thematically analyzed using sensitizing concepts from face theory (Goffman, 1967), 

politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987) and face-negotiation theory (Ting-Toomey, 2005). 

The findings from this study indicated that these LDFs chose richer communication channels 

(e.g., phone calling, video calling) when the conflict was more severe and leaner channels (e.g., 

texting) when the conflict was minor or when they just wanted to check in about a potential 
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conflict. Additionally, participants in these LDFs had a heightened awareness of relationship 

image management during conflict, and that LDFs would try to save the relationship because of 

their shared history, and also not wanting to give up a relationship that has been able to survive 

time and distance. 
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Introduction 

My friend Charlotte and I attended college together and became the best of friends. We 

dreaded the day that we would no longer be able to live in the same city, but knew our 

relationship was strong enough to survive the distance. Once the day came for us to move to new 

cities and begin our long-distance relationship, we realized we had different views on how to use 

technology to maintain the relationship. I enjoy talking on the phone or through video calling 

when catching up with my long-distance friends because I can be in the moment with them and 

the conversations can occur in one set time and space. Then I go about my day and do not have 

to feel tied to my phone because of a text conversation. However, my friend, Charlotte prefers to 

text and often tells me that texting allows her to go about her day and not worry about setting 

aside a block of time to talk to me. We have gone back and forth about which channel is best to 

use and it becomes worse when we know a conflict is brewing. Among the two of us, Charlotte 

is more likely to address when it feels like there is an issue between us. She starts off the 

conversation with a few text messages that touch on her perceptions of the issue and I end up 

calling her because I would rather deliberate this now and work through the issue immediately 

than drag it out. She likes to take time to compose her messages through texting and will 

sometimes ignore my phone calls, which can result in further frustration. Still, after three years, 

our choice of technology is an ongoing issue in our relationship, and it is only heightened when 

conflict occurs. 

This extended anecdote exemplifies the challenges long-distance friendships (LDFs) 

experience when negotiating their conflicts. Previous scholarship has acknowledged that LDFs 

are a prevalent and unique relationship type (e.g., Brody, 2013; Johnson, 2001; Ruppel, Burke, & 

Cherney, 2018). Other LDFs also experience their own challenges which can be managed to 
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keep the relationship going. One such challenge from this extended anecdote is the use of 

technology. Charlotte and I both have different preferences of channel choice and that often 

exacerbates our conflicts and can even be the cause of those conflicts. Challenges, conflicts, 

disagreements, or any other term that describes misalignment in a relationship does not 

necessarily mean the relationship is doomed, but what matters is how the individuals in that 

relationship work through the conflict (Gottman & Silver, 1999). LDFs have been studied using 

theories such as relational maintenance strategies, media richness theory, and relational dialectics 

theory. Three theories that might be beneficial in understanding how these LDFs approach and 

process conflict are face theory (Goffman, 1959), politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987), 

and face-negotiation theory (Ting-Toomey, 2005). In the following sections, I will review the 

LDF research as well as the three facework theories that were used as sensitizing devices for 

making sense of conflicts within LDFs.  

Long-Distance Friendship Communication Research 

Long-distance relationships (LDRs) are fairly common and made easier by the use of 

various communication technologies (Ruppel et al., 2018). LDR research has focused on long-

distance romantic relationships (dating and marriage; e.g., Belus, Pentel, Cohen, Fischer, & 

Baucom, 2018), long-distance families (e.g., Sahlstein Parcell & Maguire, 2014), and LDFs (e.g., 

Lobburi, 2012). Although LDFs have not received as much attention compared to long-distance 

family and long-distance romantic relationships (Hampton et al., 2018; Tseng, 2016), the 

literature has increased within the last 20 years. Specifically, relationship maintenance, 

communication technology use within LDFs will be reviewed. 
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LDF Maintenance Research 

Adolescent friendships are vital to identity development and if the relationship is deemed 

valuable enough, many try to continue when individuals in these strong friendships move apart. 

One example is when a person moves away from their hometown to attend college (Koban & 

Krüger, 2018; Kraut, Brynin, & Kiesler, 2006). LDF researchers have studied numerous facets 

about these specific relationships regarding how LDFs are maintained. One way to understand 

LDF processes is to compare to other types of interpersonal relationships (e.g., geographically-

close friendships). Initially, scholars compared LDFs with geographically-close friendships to 

understand the similarities and differences of these types of friendships (e.g., Becker, et al., 

2009; Johnson, 2001). The research LDFs shows that LDFs are flexible with changes in their 

relationship (Becker et al., 2009) and LDFs exhibit fewer maintenance strategies but not less 

satisfaction than their geographically-close friendships (Johnson, 2001). Brody (2013) and 

Oswald and Clark (2003) found that social support was the most prominent reason why friends 

maintain their relationships at a distance.  

LDR scholars have been particularly interested in strategies individuals use to maintain 

their LDFs (e.g., Johnson, 2001; Johnson, Haigh, Becker, Craig, & Wigley, 2008; Lobburi, 2012; 

Stafford, 2005). An assumption of the relationship maintenance research is that for a relationship 

to continue or to keep it from deteriorating, partners need to actively and routinely perform 

actions or behaviors that show their commitment to the relationship (Stafford, Dainton, & Haas, 

2000). These tactics that individuals use to continue, or even to improve, their relationship are 

known as relational maintenance strategies (Stafford et al., 2000). Similar to geographically-

close relationships, LDRs, use these tactics (e.g., positivity, assurances, acceptance, self-
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disclosure, relationship talks, and social networks; Stafford, 2005) but not necessarily with the 

same frequency as geographically-close friendships.  

 Johnson (2001) and Ledbetter (2007) studied LDFs to discern which maintenance 

strategies partners use within these friendships. Johnson reported that social networks 

(involvement in each other’s friends and family relationships) and joint activities (spending time 

together doing what each other enjoys) are not as common or sometimes even possible in LDFs 

so strategies such as openness (disclosing personal information) and assurances (reiterating 

commitment to each other and the relationship) offer more quality to the maintenance practices. 

In addition, Ledbetter (2007) concluded that face-to-face communication and having shared 

social networks were predictors of friendship continuity.  

To continue LDFs, using maintenance strategies through the available communication 

technologies is necessary for the continuity of a relationship (Sahlstein, 2013). Utz (2007) 

explored how email and phone calls are used to maintain these relationships. Utz reported that 

email was used to keep up with less intimate details of each other’s lives, but phone calls were 

used to share deeper topics. Phone use was associated with greater intimacy and closeness in the 

LDFs (Utz, 2007). Therefore, strategies and technology use in LDFs further the understanding of 

how LDFs function and are maintained. Technology has a strong impact on LDF endurance, and 

many LDFs have reported reliance on various technology channels to enact certain relational 

maintenance strategies (Ledbetter, 2010). 

Long-distance Friendship and Communication Technologies Research 

Due to the increased availability and use of communication technologies, relationships 

that span physical distances are more common than in the past, especially friendship 

relationships (Ruppel et al., 2018; Utz, 2007). Friendships serve important interpersonal needs, 



5 

 

which can improve mental, emotional and physical health (Demir, Özen, Doğan, Bilyk, & Tyrell, 

2011; Jago, Brockman, Fox, Cartwright, Page, & Thompson, 2009; Jourard, 1964). Moreover, 

friendships that hold significant importance in a person’s life are more likely to withstand the 

distance imposed on their relationship (Becker et al., 2009; Johnson, Becker, Craig, Gilchrist, & 

Haigh, 2009; Stafford, 2005).  

LDFs have characteristics that are different from geographically-close friendships, 

familial relationships, and romantic relationships (Johnson, 2001; Rawlins, 1992). Although 

distance induced familial, romantic, and friendship relationships have qualities in common (e.g., 

infrequent face-to-face communication), there are unique aspects of each LDR type, which 

should be studied separately (Stafford, 2005). Therefore, it is important to recognize some 

challenges previously reported and how these LDFs can work through the challenges. With the 

increase in communication technology availability, LDFs are using them to maintain their 

relationships (Ruppel et al., 2018) and manage challenges they face (e.g., commitment changes; 

Oswald & Clark, 2003). 

Given that LDFs’ primary mode of communication is through technology (Ruppel et al., 

2018; Utz, 2007), the channels LDFs choose to maintain and manage their relationships are 

important. According to media richness theory, each communication medium offers a different 

depth (i.e., amount of information relayed by various verbal and nonverbal cues) that can be 

conveyed (Daft & Lengel, 1986). For example, face-to-face communication is considered the 

richest communication channel because it is synchronous, allows for both non-verbal and verbal 

messages, and clarification of any miscommunication is possible in the moment. Whereas, text 

messaging is a lean communication channel because it is asynchronous and cannot transport as 

many nonverbal cues (e.g., proxemics, vocalics). All LDFs use some sort of technology based on 
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individual preferences, availability of technologies, or closeness of their relationship (Utz, 2007). 

Ruppel and colleagues (2018) reported that close LDFs use video chat, phone calls, and text 

messaging as channels to maintain the relationship. Moreover, Ledbetter (2010) did not find a 

difference in channel complexity with local friendships and LDFs but did note that relational 

maintenance strategies are used through various channels within friendships. Therefore, media 

help maintain LDFs and can even make these friendships feel closer by creating a sense of social 

presence (Maguire & Connaughton, 2011). LDFs have benefitted from advances in technology 

by allowing more channels to facilitate relationship maintenance strategies. Although there are 

many benefits to these communication technologies in enabling the relationship to continue over 

the distance, there are some of the drawbacks which can be heightened during conflict or might 

be a source of conflict. 

What has yet to be explored is how LDFs experience conflicts using these 

communication technologies and how their conflicts are managed. As previously reviewed, 

technology holds benefits (e.g., can be asynchronous which allows proper thought for message 

composition in text-based messaging; synthesizes face-to-face communication by video calling) 

and costs (e.g., not able to always discuss in real-time so conversations are expanded 

temporally). When a relationships’ interactions are limited to primary use of certain 

technologies, partners are often at the mercy of what those technologies offer. While previous 

LDF research has used theories of technological choice, I used alternative theories to sensitize 

my work. In the next section I review the theories LDF scholars have used and then discuss the 

theories that informed me while conducting my study. 
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Theoretical Approaches to LDFs 

Theories have helped LDF scholars and individuals that experience these LDFs in 

understanding how, why, and ways these unique relationships operate. LDF scholars have used 

media multiplexity theory (Ruppel et al., 2018), channel complementarity theory (Ruppel et al., 

2018), media richness theory (Ledbetter, 2009), equity theory (Ledbetter, 2010), and relational 

dialectics theory (Johnson et al., 2009).  

Theories of communication technology. In the LDF research focused on 

communication technologies, Ledbetter (2009; 2010) and Ruppel and colleagues (2018) paired 

media-multiplexity theory and media richness theory with LDFs to see if this context used 

communication technologies for different communication topics which corresponded with 

degrees of relational closeness. Media-multiplexity theory assumes the strength of a 

relationships’ emotional ties is positively associated with the number of varying technologies 

used to communicate in that relationship. (Haythornthwaite, 2002). By using these theories as 

lenses to understand LDFs, both Ruppel and colleagues (2018) along with Ledbetter (2009; 

2010) found that people in LDFs choose a communication technology (e.g., phone call, text, 

video call, email) to fulfill certain needs, and in turn these choices reinforced the strength of 

friends’ emotional ties to one another. In addition, the greater ability to convey verbal and 

nonverbal cues that the communication technology allowed, the more likely it was associated 

with intimacy in the relationship (Ledbetter, 2010). Ruppel and colleagues’ results indicated that 

relationships with a greater intimacy and closeness tend to use an increased number of 

communication technology channels than relationships with less intimacy and strength of 

relational ties. The relationships that have less strong of ties tend to use a fewer amount of 

communication technology channels. In other words, the closer a person feels to their friend, the 
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more avenues these friends use to communicate, which follows along with the tenets of another 

theory--channel complementarity theory (Ruppel et al., 2018). Since research indicates 

technology is an important factor in maintaining LDFs, continued research in this area is 

warranted. 

Theories of relationship maintenance. Equity theory and relational dialectics theory 

have also been used to understand LDFs. Equity theory looks at the relative allocation of costs 

and rewards in any given relationship and the relational partners’ individual perception of 

fairness (Adams, 1963; Dainton, 2016). Relationships that perceive the overall exchange of 

goods (material, emotional, mental, social) is equitable between partners often report more 

satisfaction with the relationship than those that do not (Adams, 1963; Forsythe & Ledbetter, 

2015), because each friend gives to the relationship in their own way and both make an effort to 

maintain the relationship. Ledbetter (2010) found that perceived fairness of communication 

channel use is necessary to foster positive relational ties. In other words, LDFs should choose 

channels that both friends want to use that are appropriate to their closeness of the relationship. 

For example, close friendships tend to use rich communication media more frequently because 

their relationship depth warrants that type of channel (Ruppel, 2018). Whereas an LDF that is not 

as close might use text-based channels (e.g., texting, email) because the relationship is 

sustainable with the use of leaner communication channels.  

Relational dialectics theory asserts that relationships experience opposing tensions in 

their relationships and their management of those tensions allows for meaning making and 

greater understanding in the relationship (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996; Halliwell, 2016; 

Rawlins, 1992). Johnson and colleagues (2009) used relational dialectics theory to understand 

the fluctuation of commitments in these relationships. Relational dialectics theory describes the 
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tensions a relationship can feel when two polar opposite needs are apparent (Baxter & 

Montgomery, 1996). For example, an LDF may have a want to always feel connected to their 

friend through various channels or may need space and do not want to feel as connected (i.e., 

autonomy vs. connection). Dichotomies can often be seen in relationship and these tensions can 

be felt by one or both partners. When these tensions become salient in a relationship, that 

struggle can affect the relationship depending on how that contrariety is managed and 

communicated about. Specifically, Johnson and colleagues looked at the commitment 

experienced in long-distance friendships. By looking at LDFs through this theoretical lens, 

Johnson and colleagues were able to better understand how LDF commitment levels fluctuate 

during periods of transition (e.g., moving away from each other) and what tensions inform those 

changes. 

While the LDR research reflects several theoretical approaches, there is promise for 

sensitizing my project through three, well-established theories in communication research: face 

theory (Goffman, 1959; Spottswood & Hancock, 2016), politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 

1987; Miller-Ott & Kelly, 2017), and face-negotiation theory (Qin, Ting-Toomey, & Oetzel, 

2014; Ting-Toomey, 2005). In the following section I describe these theories and their potential 

application in my proposed study of LDF conflict and technology. I was inspired by two recent 

studies by Miller-Ott and Kelly (2017) and Ruppel (2018). Though both are not an LDF context, 

they did research how facework and face-threatening scenarios are managed between friends. 

 Miller-Ott and Kelly (2017) researched college students’ perceptions of cell phone usage 

when in the physical presence of friends. Their findings suggest that friends will use a variety of 

tactics to maintain their self-image and their friend’s image when they feel snubbed if another 

person uses a phone in their presence. This off-putting feeling is known as being “phubbed.” The 
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researchers used focus groups to collect information and politeness theory as a theoretical lens to 

make sense of their participants’ perceptions and cultural understandings of how to manage 

friendship interactions when one acts in a way that may harm another person’s self-image (e.g., 

looking at their phone while talking to their friends).  

Ruppel (2018) researched the intersection of friendship closeness (close or casual), face-

threatening intensity (high or low), and the threat type (positive and negative) when choosing a 

communication technology during a face-threatening scenario. Both face-threatening intensity 

and threat type are facets to politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Ruppel’s findings 

suggested that close friendships preferred face-to-face, phone calls, or other types of channels 

that allowed synchronous communication. Additionally, Ruppel argued that future studies should 

measure relational closeness when researching communication channel preference. Both Miller-

Ott and Kelly’s (2017) and Ruppel’s findings about the prevalence of facework and face-

threatening scenarios in friendships, especially when technology is present can enlighten the 

current study’s goals of understanding facework during LDF conflicts and using focus groups to 

best gather perceptions of conflict management. 

Facework 

Given the previous research discussed above coupled with my focus on how LDFs handle 

conflict over a distance, I identified three facework-based theories to aid my understanding: face 

theory (Goffman, 1959), politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987), and face-negotiation 

theory (Ting-Toomey, 2005). Each of these theories posits that face needs are present during 

interactions; however, these theories each approach facework from different angles and therefore 

offer multiple perspectives on the study of face.  
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Throughout any given day, individuals experience situations where they may be 

perceived as incompetent where feelings of embarrassment occur. Self-esteem can be negatively 

affected during these moments of embarrassment because feeling and being perceived as 

competent is something most people strive for when interacting with others. A person’s self-

concept has also been characterized using the metaphor of “face” (Goffman, 1959). Goffman 

(1959) created face theory because he noticed a pattern in how individuals present themselves in 

public. Public refers to anytime an individual is in the presence of another person or people. 

According to face theory (Goffman, 1967; Goldsmith & Lamb Normand, 2015) there are four 

aspects to how face is constructed and maintained. The first is that face is public. A person’s 

image is not just an internal understanding of who they are, but also of what others think of a 

person’s image. It is through a person’s behaviors and actions that make their face a public 

concept. Second, face is a social construct. Through interactions with relational partners and their 

response to these interactions is how an individual begins to understand who they are when they 

are with their social networks. Third, face is fluid, but always tied to an individual. A person’s 

face can be harmed, revived, or maintained depending on the individual’s behaviors and the 

reactions of others. Last, face is something one strives to maintain. Individual’s want their face to 

remain in a favorable light and essentially want others to like them. Ultimately, face is a fluid, 

but enduring understanding of an individual’s self-concept in relation to their interactions with 

others and often people prefer to be viewed favorably by others. Therefore, one’s “face” is 

considered to be the public image that one (re)creates through interactions (Park, 2008). 

Essentially, every time someone interacts with other people, they are constructing their identity 

to that person and are concerned with being viewed in a positive manner (Spencer-Oatley, 2007).  
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Additionally, Goffman (1959) described two “faces” that individuals have and want to 

maintain. The positive face is one’s desire to be liked by others or seen as favorable (Goldsmith 

& Lamb Normand, 2015). The negative face is the desire to maintain self-agency and not be 

imposed upon by others (Goldsmith & Lamb Normand, 2015). Since people want to maintain a 

respectable public self-image, one must engage in facework, which is the process of 

(re)establishing a positively-viewed face (Agne & White, 2004). To enact facework, a person can 

choose two paths: avoidance and corrective (Goffman, 1967).  

 Goffman (1967) also founded two processes which help with maintaining or restoring 

one’s face (i.e., facework). The first is avoidance process, which entails avoidance of a 

communication topic or avoidance of an interaction altogether to preserve one’s face. If a person 

knows their face could be “threatened,” or harmed where someone might not see them in a 

positive light, then they will actively work to protect their face by not engaging in a situation that 

poses a potential for self-image harm. A few other ways to avoid threat to one’s face is by 

engaging in discretion or equivocation by not saying everything or joking to avoid direct 

attention to one’s potential threat to face. This avoidance process encompasses a defensive 

strategy where one works to actively evade potential harm to their face. 

 If a person finds themselves in a situation where their face has been threatened and they 

do not have a way to avoid the face-threatening situation, then they might engage in the 

corrective process. This process involves four steps which include both parties that are involved 

in the face-threatening situation. The first step is to call attention to the issue in which someone’s 

face was threatened, which is known as the “challenge.” Usually this challenge is done by the 

person whose face was threatened by acknowledgment of their feelings of offense. Once this 

challenge has occurred then the second step of “offering” occurs, which is when the offender is 
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given the chance to correct their behavior and generally expresses remorse for harming the other 

person’s face. Third, the person that was offended must accept the offender’s offering, which is 

called “acceptance.” The fourth, and final, phase is gratitude. This is when the offender shows 

appreciation for the acceptance of their corrective acts and remorse from the second stage. By 

enacting these four steps when someone’s face has been threatened, a partnership can restore the 

feelings of equilibrium in the relationship and the relationship can progress in a smoother 

manner. In the corrective process, Goffman (1967) eludes to the idea that an individual not only 

worries about their own face, but also recognizes another’s face during interactions and has an 

inclination to protect the other person’s face during an interaction in addition to their own face. 

During interactions, if someone notices another’s indiscretions, they have a choice of 

calling out that behavior. By calling out the behaviors of the friend, they are committing a “face-

threatening act” according to politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Brown and Levinson 

(1987) expanded on Goffman’s (1959; 1967) theory of face to create politeness theory. 

Politeness theory describes the need for situationally-appropriate message creation when in a 

position where one might need to harm another person’s face. Recognizing that some face-

threatening situations are inevitable with relational partners, Brown and Levinson (1987) 

theorized different ways one can invoke politeness when harming another’s face. Therefore, 

Brown and Levinson (1987) created politeness theory which addressed ways people can harm 

another’s face either in a polite manner or an impolite manner and how direct they are with their 

message. A person has a choice of how to construct their message and each type of message has 

consequences to the other person’s face and the relationship as a whole. For example, if an 

individual is wants to ask their long-distance friend to call rather than text, they have a choice of 

being direct or indirect and how polite they will be. Politeness coincides with the positive or 
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negative face that the person committing the face-threatening act is impacting. The following are 

what those messages could look like: 

Direct/positive politeness: I really like hearing your voice and I would appreciate hearing 

it more. 

Direct/negative politeness: I know you prefer texting, but I would rather it be over the 

phone. 

Direct/no politeness: Are you really incapable of calling? 

Indirectly: I wonder if how long this would take if it were a phone call instead. 

The speaker can choose not to harm their relational partner’s face, but if they do choose to go 

through with violating the other person’s positive face or inhibiting their negative face, Brown 

and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory addresses the possible constructions of messages. This 

theory further addresses how one goes about maintaining their own face and another’s face by 

elaborating on the communicative tendencies. 

Ting-Toomey (1988) recognized that maintenance of face varied across cultures and 

looked at how the face is managed within specific cultures and when people from different 

cultures interact. With this, she created face-negotiation theory. She took the various facets that 

characterize a culture (e.g., time-orientation, collectivistic/individualistic) and associated those 

characteristics with how a person was likely to address another person’s face. Ting-Toomey 

(2005) extended face-negotiation theory in predicting how people respond during a moment of 

conflict because conflict often increases one’s awareness of any faces at play. Ting-Toomey 

(2005) elaborates on this by stating, “when someone’s face is threatened in a conflict episode, 

that person is likely to feel stressed, humiliated, shamed, aggravated, or embarrassed” (p. 72). 

Therefore, when a person is experiencing conflict, their emotions are heightened and are might 
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experience hurt from face-threatening acts more intensely. Ting-Toomey’s (2005) argument 

enhances the current study’s understanding that conflict is an emotional situation in which 

members of the relationship are actively seeking to maintain their own positive and negative face 

(i.e., self-face concern) as well as the other person’s (other-face concern).  

Furthermore, Ting-Toomey (2005) reports on a third face which addresses the integration 

of these individual’s faces in the relationship. Having mutual-face concern means that both 

parties are aware of each other’s interdependence of faces and the face of the relationship as a 

whole. Goffman’s (1959) face theory, Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory, and Ting-

Toomey’s face-negotiation theory all explain how individual’s present themselves, how they 

manage their faces through interactions with other, how politeness can affect message 

construction, and how conflict can impact a person’s concern of the various faces during an 

interaction. 

Taking my literature review as a whole. I asked two research questions to guide the 

current study: 

RQ1: How do LDFs experience conflict via technology? 

RQ2: How can the concept of facework help make sense of these experiences? 

Method 

My opening vignette affected my positionality with this topic of research. I wanted to 

understand other people’s perspectives on technology preferences in their LDFs and how those 

preferences played out in their relationships. Additionally, I wanted to know how conflict was 

approached and managed while at a distance. Therefore, my experiences and the previous 

research has led me to asking the research questions that guide this study.  
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LDF researchers have primarily used quantitative measures and analyses; however, some 

scholars have also used qualitative research methods. LDF scholars using quantitative methods 

have predominantly used online surveys and statistical analyses to show correlations and patterns 

of behaviors in their data. By using data collection methods such as online surveys (e.g., 

Ledbetter, 2010; Weiner & Hannum, 2013), scholars were able collect large amounts of data to 

gain a broad understanding of what is going on in these LDFs and connect their findings to 

theories to both enhance LDFs research and expand the scope of a theory. For example, Ruppel 

and colleagues (2018) used an online survey over a 10-day period to understand how relationship 

closeness was impacted by communication through certain technologies. Using quantitative 

methods has helped LDF research by showing more connection to existing literature and theories 

in other contexts and testing communication patterns of LDFs. 

There has been an array of qualitative studies of LDFs, and each aimed to understand the 

intricacies of LDFs. Octavia, van der Hoven, and De Mondt (2007) used multiple qualitative 

methods to look at how the findings from each method overlapped. They used online surveys, 

focus groups, and interviews. Cohesively, Octavia and colleagues’ study concluded that friends 

should confide in each other even though there is physical distance that separates them. By 

sharing their feelings and experiences, friends maintain a feeling of inclusion in each other’s 

lives. Lobburi (2012) used interviews to look at how college students adapted to new cultures 

and used their existing friendships for support. By conducting interviews, Lobburi found that 

college students use the technologies available to them to talk with their friends from back home, 

but that they prefer face-to-face communication. 

To address my RQs, I took an interpretive approach and used the qualitative method of 

focus groups. The research needed to answer these questions is best obtained through the 
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practices and opinions of people that have experienced conflict with their LDFs while at a 

distance. Therefore, to understand and analyze the depth necessary to gain insights to these RQs, 

a qualitative methodology approach seemed most fitting. By using qualitative methods, I gained 

a greater insight into participants’ stories of the conflicts in their LDFs and their process of 

resolving them, if at all. In addition to collecting their experiences with LDF conflict, I also 

aimed to analyze the expectations that people have when approaching conflict and how they feel 

these conflicts should be managed given the distance. To collect this type of data, focus groups 

were the most fitting data collection method because participants are able to discuss any 

conjectures and come to shared conclusions or disagreements (Krueger, 1994). Another benefit 

to of focus groups is that they allow participants to deliberate where their reasoning stems from 

and can even look at how their individual cultures impact their justifications for their 

expectations (Morgan, 2012). Kamberelis, Dimitriadis, and Welken (2017) support this in their 

work on focus groups methodology by describing how the discourse allows for people to “‘figure 

out’ who they are in relation to others through habituated practices” (p. 692). Through use of 

focus groups, I was not only able to gain participants’ experiences and opinions, but I was also 

privy to their deliberation of how they reached their expectations which allowed me to analyze 

why these expectations are in place.  

Participants 

After gaining IRB approval (UWM IRB #19.A.237), I initiated participant recruitment. 

Participants in this study needed to meet the following criteria: be 18–24 years old, have at least 

one long-distance friend that they have communicated with at least once in the last month from 

the date of participation, and have recently had a conflict that was handled through a 

communication technology. Participants needed to also be enrolled in a communication course at 
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the university so they could receive extra credit. College students are best for this study since 

they will most likely have these types of relationships and they are most up to date with 

technology uses (Smith & Anderson, 2018). This age group is also ideal for analysis because 

58% of students attend college within 100 miles of their hometowns (Chokshi, 2014), which can 

create a feel of physical distance from their childhood friends. If people do move away from 

their respective hometowns to attend college, the friends they made during their childhood years 

are not likely to continue living in close proximity. The move away from friends during the 

transition to college is usually the first time that people experience the effort it takes to maintain 

friendships when they are no longer proximal and must recognize their own expectations of 

friendships. In total, 12 participants across four focus groups shared their stories for this study. 

Six were male and six were female. There were various ethnicities represented as well (white 

(n=8); Asian (n=2); Other (n=3)), with one participant reporting two ethnicities. Participants’ 

ages ranged from 19-24 years old and had a mean age of 20.67 years old. Participants averaged 

7.13 long-distance friends and responses ranged from one to twenty-five with the most common 

amount being five long-distance friends.  

Recruitment 

 Since the specific participant demographics that I focused on were college-age students, I 

asked professors and instructors from the department of communication to distribute a 

recruitment message for this study (See Appendix A) to their classes using an online learning 

management system (e.g., D2L, CANVAS). Participants received extra credit towards one of 

their communication classes for participation. In addition, there was an alternative option for 

extra credit if students could not or did not wish to participate in the study. The first round of 

recruitment requests was sent to a large lecture and did not yield enough participants, so a second 



19 

 

round of recruitment occurred where six additional communication instructors were asked to 

disseminate the recruitment message to their classes.  

 After gaining interest from participants, I organized focus groups based on participant 

availability. I sent an email to interested participants (See Appendix B) which included a 

Qualtrics survey (See Appendix C). The first screen included an informed consent form for the 

survey (See Appendix D). This Qualtrics survey then asked students for specified time-block 

availability. Once participants reported their time availability, I was able to create a schedule 

from that survey for focus group times. After a schedule was finalized, I individually emailed 

participants with their timeslot for focus group participation. 

Focus Group Procedures 

 I chose focus groups because they offer many benefits such as empowering the 

participants to take a more active role in sharing their experiences (Krueger, 1994), gathering 

information quickly (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019), and producing a plethora of shared experiences 

(i.e., group effect; Tracy, 2013). Focus groups are able to provide an ample amount of data due 

to various experiences and opinions being expressed and deliberated in one space and time 

(Morgan, 1998). Additionally, focus groups also allow for participants to build and connect their 

individual experiences to come to a greater consensus of their interactions; so rather than 

employing individually-targeted questions, focus groups allow more of a conversation to be had 

which can cause a “chain reaction” of people sharing and comparing their experiences and 

making meaning from them (Manning & Kunkel, 2014; Morgan, 2012). Morgan (2012) 

described focus groups as a unique data collection method because participants can elaborate on 

their own meaning by engaging with people that share similar experiences. Since participants 

had shared experiences of LDFs, they were able to foster a “co-construction of meaning,” which 



20 

 

is when participants take their own understanding and experiences and craft a greater 

understanding of those experiences by listening and engaging with others (Morgan, 2012). 

There were some challenges to collecting data with focus groups, however. Focus groups 

were difficult to schedule because of coordination between multiple people’s schedules (Lindlof 

& Taylor, 2019). In addition to scheduling around various people’s schedules, when focus 

groups are occurring, some people were very excited and wanted to talk more about their 

experiences beyond the scope of their LDF experiences (Tracy, 2013). Though some of the 

tangents were beneficial and offered greater insight to their experiences, some discussions 

needed to be pulled back to the topic of the focus group. My goal as the moderator was to set up 

and facilitate an open and comfortable environment so that participants felt comfortable sharing 

their experiences in the presence of strangers. Taking all of this into consideration, I chose to 

conduct focus groups as they seemed the best data collection method for this project since they 

foster an environment where participants can discuss their LDF conflict examples and 

management strategies as well as come to conclusions about their meaning making given their 

experiences. 

An appropriate number of participants per focus group is four to twelve participants 

(Krueger, 1994; Morgan, 1998). Due to varying schedules of participants, focus groups involved 

an average of 3 participants per focus group with a range from 2 to 5 per group. Though this is 

less than the prescribed appropriate amount, having an average of three participants nurtured a 

feeling of intimacy and comfort when discussing individual’s personal experiences and opinions. 

Usually three to six focus groups are needed to achieve data saturation (Krueger, 1994); 

however, data saturation is reached at the discretion of the researcher. For this study, I conducted 

four focus groups total since that is when typical data saturation occurs, (Lindlof & Taylor, 
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2019). These focus groups aimed to deliberate questions about participants’ LDFs, the topics of 

conflict in their respective LDFs, which communication technologies were used to manage the 

disagreements, how the conflict was resolved (if at all), and how close the relationship felt from 

before the conflict to after the conflict (See Appendix E). I asked participants to meet in a private 

room at a large Midwestern university. Before beginning the focus groups, participants reviewed 

and signed a consent form (See Appendix F), which stated their consent was voluntary 

throughout the study and that they were audio recorded. The audio recordings were used to help 

with data transcription. Aside from transcribing, these audio recordings were not used in other 

parts of the study. Through these focus groups, I began to see similarities between the responses 

given during each focus group and did not see a need to further collect data as more data would 

not have better aided the coding process. When no further data collection is necessary for 

analysis, then data saturation has been achieved (Fusch & Ness, 2015). My research questions 

then had an adequate amount of data in order to be answered appropriately. 

Data Analysis 

The data collection process yielded four hours and twenty-three minutes of audio 

recording. Audio recording was done using a password-protected device to lessen the breach of 

confidentiality risk. Those audio recordings were then uploaded to a shared secured online 

program so members of the research team could transcribe the focus groups. Both an 

undergraduate student research assistant and I listened to the audio files and transcribed the data 

verbatim into 96 pages of single-spaced text. A second undergraduate student research assistant 

reviewed the audio files and cross-checked the transcriptions for accuracy before data analysis. 

Once transcription was complete, all identifying information was removed and any names used 
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were replaced with pseudonyms and a separate key was created so data could be connected if 

needed.  

After completion of de-identifying the transcripts and checking for accuracy, the 

transcripts were printed and analyzing first using open coding and then thematic analysis. Line-

by-line open-coding was first used to allow for any themes to emerge on their own (Saldaña, 

2013). Thematic analysis is the process of looking through the data for any emergent categories 

and patterns (Manning & Kunkel, 2014). With thematic analysis I also used abductive inference 

to use prior knowledge of this context and these theories while also allowing the data to speak 

for itself (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). Therefore, after the initial few passes through the data 

to look for themes, I used sensitizing concepts from face theory (e.g., face, positive face, 

negative face, avoidance process, and corrective process), politeness theory (e.g., face-

threatening acts), and face-negotiation theory (e.g., mutual face-concern) to see if any of the 

themes correspond with these three theories. I used Owen’s (1984) criteria for theme creation 

based on recurrence, repetition, and forcefulness. Therefore, the themes that emerged were either 

through descriptive or in vivo codes that were repeated, or if participants used phrases that 

indicated perceived importance (e.g., “Personally I feel like…” or “Oh yeah, that’s like my total 

ideal situation…”). Through thematic analysis, my goal was to see if people recognized their 

need to construct messages in a certain way so as not to further harm the relationship. This aligns 

with Brown and Levinson’s (1987) concepts of positive and negative face as well as message 

crafting. Since my goal was to understand how LDFs use face saving techniques through 

communication technologies during conflict, these facework theories were used as a guide. After 

going through the data a few times and coming up with preliminary themes and subthemes, I 

conducted two data conferences (Braithwaite, Allen, & Moore, 2017) with different colleagues 
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who are familiar with the LDF research as well as my sensitizing theories to fortify my findings 

and to allow me to see gaps or themes that I may have missed. By conducting these data 

conferences, I was able to gain differing perspectives and solidify the accuracy of my final 

findings. 

Findings 

Research Question One 

The first RQ aimed to understand how LDFs experience conflict via technology. Two 

themes emerged that helped to answer this question. The first theme, choosing communication 

channels based on conflict severity, incorporates how individuals in LDFs assess the severity of 

the conflict and choose which communication technology channel they felt is best to work 

through the conflict. Often, participants preferred using richer communication technology 

channels if the conflict was of greater intensity. However, if the conflict was minor, or if the 

person was uncertain about the presence of conflict, then they preferred using leaner technology 

channels. The second theme, differing rules regarding social media posting as a source of 

conflict, encompasses the different rules that people have regarding their own social media 

presence and when something on social media is posted 

Choosing Channels Based on Conflict Severity. The first theme of choosing channels 

based on conflict severity encompasses the notion that individuals in LDFs choose which 

channel to use based on the level of the conflict, ranging from minor to major. If the conflict was 

larger, then individuals tend to choose channels which allow them to express and understand 

more nonverbal cues (i.e., rich communication channels). If individuals are unsure if there is an 

issue and want to check in with their long-distance friend, then they tended to choose a text-

based channel of communication, which is a leaner channel. Many of the participants described 
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in their own words why they chose the channels they did and further rationalized their channel 

choice based on the intensity of conflict. Nate, a 19-year-old male, described his use of multiple 

channels during conflict and how they each offer their own benefit in addressing and working 

through conflict.  

I almost feel like um like when conflict arises it’s like usually in my case it’s different 

friends and then I’ll hear about and then I’ll send like maybe a text to see how it’s going 

and they might take it the wrong way and be like, “where did you hear this?” Like, “are 

you sure that’s what you meant or do you even know what’s going on?” And I’m like 

that’s, that’s usually when I call them to make sure everything’s okay. And if it is an 

issue, then I’ll have them talk it out because like hearing messages through messages it’s 

not going to be the same as through the source so I think that’s important. 

Nate described the benefits to each channel and how he uses them to best work through 

potential conflict as he sees fit. Texting first is a way to check-in quickly to see if there are any 

issues that need to be fully discussed. If there are issues, many participants preferred using the 

richer channel of calling to give the conflict time and space to be aired out synchronously. Two 

more examples of participants choosing calling or facetiming over texting describe the rich 

content benefits to these channels. Zach, a 19-year-old, male followed by Veronica, a 20-year-

old female, stated: 

Zach: I kind of feel like I let them down a little bit. Cuz like she said you can’t really be 

there to like show any emotion or something so you do it through FaceTime or text and 

things get misinterpreted or something like that. 
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Veronica: Umm I usually try to do it over facetime only because I feel like when you text 

someone like they can take it a different way than like talking to someone face-to-face 

and then seeing their reaction. So, I try not to text them. 

Zach and Veronica attested to the richness of FaceTime (an audio-visual channel) and describe 

why this channel is more beneficial to creating mutual understanding during a conflict than a 

phone call or texting would be. They both even describe their want to see and experience their 

friends’ emotions and reactions, which more easily allows for empathy and relatability.  

Additionally, Anna, a 19-year old female, touched on the feeling of genuineness with 

phone calling and hearing her friend’s voice in real-time, but further describes that in some of 

her cases, just hearing their voice can mitigate conflict: 

So, I personally take the time to call my friends because I personally really like hearing 

their voice and I just really feel that emotional bond to them as well. And it kinda like 

makes for me and from my experiences it actually makes the situation a lot better calling 

them because it feels more genuine and real because even though you can’t see them 

face-to-face we all get some satisfaction from just at least hearing their voice because it’s 

the little things that matter. So, I personally call my friends and it usually resolves most 

of my situations just by calling. Like I don’t have to see them face-to-face but at least 

hearing their voices and knowing how they’re feeling through their voice is just… 

Overall, channel preference during conflict seems to follow patterns that participants prefer 

phone calling or video calling if there is a larger issue at hand, but if the conflict is something 

minor, or just wanting to check in, then texting is the preferred method of communication. 

Differing Expectations Regarding Social Media Posting as a Source of Conflict. The 

second theme specifically addresses the use of social media in LDFs and how social media can 
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be a source of conflict when participants had different viewpoints than their long-distance friend 

about the expectations surrounding what can be posted on social media. Social media is a public 

platform, depending on privacy settings of the user, which connects people to one another 

through the internet and allows for access to an individual’s personal information. Participants in 

these focus groups recognized the publicness of social media and how the public broadcast of 

personal information can be a reason for conflict in their LDFs. One example is from Brandon 

which describes how one of his proximal friends posted to Brandon’s social media page without 

Brandon’s consent which caused conflict with Brandon’s LDF due to the content of the video. 

Brandon felt a lack of control for what was being posted to his social media page and then had to 

deal with the consequences from his LDF.  

This is kind of a niche example, but like I was with some friends shooting in a quarry and 

like I never post anything related to firearms online for obvious reasons, but somebody 

took a video and posted it on Instagram and then I had a friend in Sweden contacting me 

because they don’t allow any kind of firearms there and he just thought that I was kind of 

psycho or something and that was I don’t know I just feel like technology has a lot of 

issues of over-exposure in that sense. 

Another participant, Dylan, a 20-year-old male in the same focus group, agreed with Brandon’s 

perception that technology can cause a lot of issues in LDFs, especially with social media. Dylan 

stated, “…I think honestly technology starts every conflict nowadays… ‘oh he posted this picture 

with this person and I wasn’t there. Are you kidding? We’re not friends anymore.’” There 

seemed to be animosity toward social media usage because it shows too much of a person’s 

private life and they do not feel they have control of everything that gets posted about 

themselves. Brandon further stated, “there’s this massive over-exposure of every ya know people 
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don’t need to know every aspect of people’s lives…people seeing things that you never want 

them to see basically.” These participants earlier recognized the benefits of technology and its 

affordances but also described the issues it can cause in LDFs and how they feel out of control of 

at times with their information. Anna described her feelings about the publicness of social media 

and technology that has been increasing and that there are greater expectations on people to be 

more socially responsible because of hyper-connection to other people. She stated: 

I feel like with technology too we have an obligation to be socially responsible um and 

that can cause a lot of conflict because then people like are more obligated to call the 

person out when like it puts the person in a corner and it makes them really anxious and 

that’s how conflicts arise too because like you said everyone can see everything cuz the 

internet is pretty much a public platform now for everybody 

These participants show a distaste regarding the exposure of social media because these 

unwarranted posts can affect relationships that might not otherwise have conflict about these 

topics. Additionally, there seems to be implicit expectations about not what can and cannot be 

posted to one’s own social media page and the need to be “socially responsible” as Anna stated. 

This sense of social responsibility touches on how people have their own expectations about 

social media usage and when it differs, or their expectations are violated, then conflict seems to 

stem from that violation. 

 Ultimately, technology seems to offer many recognized benefits to LDFs, especially 

certain channels of communication. Participants reported exploiting each channel during conflict 

for the benefits the channels respectively offer. One specific communication technology, social 

media, was perceived by many as a problematic platform because of the publicness and the lack 
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of shared rules about expectations regarding what can and cannot be posted to someone else’s 

public social media page.  

Research Question Two 

The second research question asked how facework can help make sense of conflicts in 

LDFs. Three themes emerged which each worked to answer this research question. These themes 

were using shared history as a reason to prevent conflict, rationalizing whether to address and 

correct conflict or to avoid conflict, and heightened awareness of face needs during conflict. All 

these themes exemplify how participants approached and reacted to conflict while at a distance 

and also described their reasoning for why they responded in certain ways. Ultimately, many 

participants discussed that the longer they have been in their LDF, the less likely they were to 

bring up a topic of conflict with that person because the conflict was not worth dealing with over 

the distance. Some participants would attribute their avoidance not out of want to save face, but 

to the pride they felt in fostering a long-term and long-distance relationship. 

Using Shared History as a Reason to Prevent Conflict. The first theme, using shared 

history as a reason to prevent conflict, is patterned after participants’ responses to why and how 

they chose to address and let conflict permeate their friendship. Among some of the responses to 

why people continued their LDFs despite the issues and conflicts within them was credited to 

their shared history and longevity of the friendship. The friendship partners had been friends for 

so long, had gone through so much together, or they had many memories that those memories 

continued to fuel the relationship. Additionally, using shared history as a reason for continuing 

the relationship despite conflict ties in with Ting-Toomey’s (2005) mutual face-concern because 

the relationship status is paramount during moments of conflict. Maxine touches upon how the 
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relationship is more important to her than what the conflict is about, even letting go of conflict-

based feelings to keep the friendship going. 

I feel like it’s better to say something than to like not say something and act like 

everything's fine. But like, if you’re like you know it happened whatever let’s be friends 

like we’ve always been really good friends like and then like he [another focus group 

participant] said like where you bring up a memory like I don’t want to give up all of that 

over this. 

Maxine also brought up in her response that it is better to bring up an issue and even if the issue 

does create turmoil that the turmoil is disproportionately small compared to the entirety of the 

friendship. Brandon points out the longevity of his friendships and how longer friendships have 

built up more of a foundation where conflict or waning contact does not mean the end of a 

relationship altogether. 

I’ve definitely had that experience too. I think if there’s a long, if there’s a long-term 

friendship at some point like 5-10 years and then 2 or 3 years go by, I think then you can 

pick it up again pretty easily. But if you’ve only known each other 6 months or a year and 

then you don’t talk for a few years then it’s unbalanced 

Brandon’s response suggests that time devoted to a relationship is a major factor in its 

stability. Therefore, according to his perspective, the relationship is likely to continue the longer 

the relationship has been established. Fred’s response shows that childhood friends can maintain 

their strength into adult and are flexible to change. Fred also reported having no remembered 

disagreements within his long-distance friend group by stating, “Yeah, it’s like, like I know my 

friends like ever since like elementary school and we still keep in contact with each other. So, 

like um, there haven’t been like any disagreements or whatever so like yeah.” Among Maxine, 
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Brandon, and Fred’s responses, they showcase how conflict is secondary or lower compared to 

the longevity of their LDFs. Participants often stated similar notions of their friendship being 

more important because of the time they have been together and the memories they share, neither 

of which they are willing to let go just because conflict is brewing.  

Rationalizing Whether to Address and Correct Conflict or to Avoid Conflict. The 

second theme involves participants deliberating if approaching conflict is worth the potential 

negative consequences. Some felt that addressing conflict was always beneficial to the 

relationship, some felt that addressing conflict depended on the severity, and some recognized 

the risks of addressment and non-addressment. Participants were asked to differentiate between a 

small or large conflict and how they addressed these types of conflict. Anna described how she 

typically handles minor issues with her LDFs: 

Going back to the whether it’s petty arguments or when it’s an actual serious argument. 

When it’s a petty argument I like solve it by humor like I try to make people laugh or 

make them realize like “guys look at how stupid it is.” But if it’s our friendship group I 

usually throw in an overblown satirical comedy show like Friends or like Seinfeld or 

something like that. I use like humor to kinda like eliminate the tension and help our 

friends realize it’s kinda stupid and then they resolve it like based on like the humor, but 

again that’s only for like petty, immature arguments. 

Anna’s pattern follows along with others who noted using humor to diffuse tension and address 

small issues in order to help restore the friendship. However, some would joke about an issue 

because they assumed it was minor, but based on their friend’s reaction, they found it to be a 

major issue that needed to be more directly addressed. The use of humor aligns with Goffman’s 

(1959) avoidance process because people will try to skirt an issue using humor which does not 
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exactly address the issue at hand and therefore may not fully be dealt with. Maxine describes her 

thought-process to figuring out how major the conflict is by stating: 

I normally try to address the like like what’s wrong like why is this happening and then 

like see what their response is and like try to like hear them out. And if it’s like “oh, well 

maybe I never thought of that”, like that, they couldn’t do this because they were busy 

doing that like you just don’t think of like everything on their side I feel like and that 

causes conflicts sometimes. 

In Maxine’s example, she keeps an open mind, but does address the issue and gives her friend 

the ability to explain their perspectives and feelings so they can get to the root of the issue.  

 When these LDFs choose to address the issue, they seem to go through a process of 

addressing the issue, talking about why this issue is occurring, and how to fix the situation (e.g., 

apologizing, showing remorse, showing appreciation of friendship). Pam discussed her 

expectations on apologies. 

Umm yeah, I think it depends on the situation because like if I didn’t do anything wrong 

and it was my friend then I'm not going to apologize for getting upset or if I were to 

overreact, but if I was upset over something valid or mad over something valid then I'm 

not going to apologize. I would expect them to and I don’t know I've been in a situation 

where my friend did something to me and I don’t really remember what it was but I knew 

I was never going to get an apology from her, but like it was always just kind of in the 

back of my head where one day I hope to get an apology. 

Pam explains that, for her, apologies should only be given if she feels there is something to 

apologize for and that she will only accept apologies if the other person truly means them. 

Offering a genuine apology and accepting an apology is part of Goffman’s (1959) corrective 
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process in facework when someone’s face has been harmed. Therefore, Pam’s example shows 

that an apology is only effective in restoring face if that apology is truly felt by the person 

apologizing. However, even though her expectations might not be fulfilled in this case (her 

friend not apologizing), she still remains friends. So, apologizing might not be a deal breaker for 

some relationships and although a lack of apology might disrupt the relationship, it does not 

necessarily mean the relationship will end or is doomed. Anna’s response echoes Pam’s by also 

saying that apologies should be authentic and expanding Pam’s thoughts by giving the advice to 

other LDFs to not expect an apology because it may never come. 

For me, I feel like what helped me is not expecting an apology because sometimes people 

are being unapologetically themselves um so really me not expecting an apology from 

my LDFs actually went a long way because if you’re expecting an apology from someone 

who’s genuinely being who they are. They’re going to come back at you with well “why 

do I have to apologize for being myself?” And that can really break a friendship because 

you don’t want someone to hide who they truly are. Um, so, that might sound weird to 

not expect an apology but for me that actually goes a long way to not expect an apology 

because they are their own person. 

The general trend with choosing how to address an issue seems to be that if a conflict topic is 

deemed minor, participants choose to either ignore it (and it will go away) or joke about it so it 

can be mentioned but moved past quickly. However, if the topic of conflict holds weight or is 

seen as more severe, then the general consensus was to address the conflict and get to the root of 

the issue. During and after working through a conflict, apologizing to aid the restoration of a 

relationship is appreciated when that acknowledgement and apology is genuine and helps move 

the relationship forward positively. However, an apology should not be expected because it 



33 

 

might not happen. Therefore, if an apology is not given, then the relationship might falter, but it 

does not necessarily terminate. Overall, these participants show the deliberation and rationalizing 

of when to address and correct conflict, which is when the conflict is perceived as being more 

severe. As for when to avoid, participants often stated that they would use humor or completely 

ignore the issue (i.e., avoidance process; Goffman, 1959) if it was perceived as minor.  

Heightened Awareness of Face Needs During Conflict. The third and final theme was 

heightened awareness of face needs during conflict, which exemplifies how a person’s concern 

for their own positive and negative face, their LDF’s face, and the dual concern for each other’s 

face as well as the relationship (i.e., mutual face concern) is greater during moments of conflict. 

Each of these faces have been either hinted at or outright stated within these LDF contexts. The 

self-face concern was brought up by Dylan who described how humiliation of one’s own 

reaction to a conflict can produce feelings of guilt.  

I also think that it can become ah if you confront someone and you blow up and them and 

they know it’s their fault and you know but you don’t want to confront them about it 

because after the fact it can become awkward in the sense of “I just blew up on you. Let’s 

be friends.” Know what I mean? 

Dylan exemplifies how one’s own face can be put on the line during conflict and that if it is 

harmed or threatened that feelings of awkwardness can enter into the relationship making it 

difficult to go about normal proceedings of the relationship. Also, Dylan’s response shows an 

interest for preserving his own positive face because he still wants to be like and accepted but 

recognizes how his emotional reaction might adversely impact his positive face. When there is 

concern for another’s face or even the mutual face, more emphasis on understanding of the 

situation is put forth because participants tend to care more about how the other person is feeling 
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at times than themselves. Both Brandon and Nate discussed their want to mitigate conflict by 

adhering to the face needs of their friends and the relationship. Their discussion is as follows: 

Brandon: It’s definitely difficult because you know if somebody told if one friend has 

told another friend something in confidence then I don’t necessarily want to confront 

them with that information and make them feel like they can’t go to that third person to 

vent. So, I try to I'll usually try to just mitigate their, ah, the situation by contacting them 

about something totally unrelated just to say “hey I am thinking about you.” Something 

like ah umm so just try to reestablish a normal channel of communication. 

Nate: Yeah, so it doesn't seem like “hey I'm not like not like friends with you anymore.” 

Brandon and Nate show concern for multiple faces in their conflict interactions. Often, it seems 

that most people have an interest in preserving their friend’s face and the mutual face of the 

relationship. James described a situation where he was concerned about the other person’s 

negative face. James’s friend asked James to visit him in another country, which would cost over 

$1000 for a plane ticket. When asked if James would ever ask their friend to visit James in the 

U.S., James’s response reflected a concern for their friend’s negative face based on the 

knowledge of his friend’s circumstances. James stated, “um, I never really asked them to come 

visit me just because I know that their family has more like financial struggles.” Again, James’s 

example shows a negative face concern for their friend and not wanting to have his friend feel 

like he is confined to doing something (i.e., paying for a plane ticket) that he is not wanting or 

unable to do. Each of these examples shows how concern for one’s own face, their friend’s face, 

and the views of the relationship are important within LDFs. These participants seemed to show 

concern for the multiple faces during their conflicts and wanted to ensure that face harm was 

lessened so as to preserve the future of the relationship and keep the status quo. 
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 Overall, facework was helpful in understanding how these friendships work through 

conflicts because this framework shows that LDFs also experience face concerns, need to figure 

out how to go about face-threatening occurrences, and how to restore the friendship to its 

homeostatic or improved state. In the following section these results will be further interpreted 

and discussed concurrently with pertinent research. 

Discussion 

Both research questions aimed to understand more about LDFs experience with conflict. 

The first research question asked about how LDFs experience conflict via technology. To answer 

this, two themes emerged which were: choosing channels based on conflict severity and differing 

expectations regarding social media posting as a source of conflict. The first theme which 

answered the first research question found that participants choose richer communication 

channels (e.g., phone calling, video calling) when the conflict was more severe and leaner 

channels (e.g., texting) when the conflict was minor or when they just wanted to check in about a 

potential conflict. The second theme which answered the first research question found that these 

participants had implicit expectations about social media rules in their LDFs and when these 

expectations were not met, conflict was more likely to occur.  

The second research question asked about how the concept of facework can help 

understand conflict situations in LDFs. There were three themes that emerged in response to this 

question: using shared history as a reason to prevent conflict, rationalizing whether to address 

and correct conflict or to avoid conflict, and heightened awareness of face needs during conflict. 

The first theme found that participants would try to save the relationship because of their shared 

history, and also not wanting to give up a relationship that has been able to survive time and 

distance. With this theme, it aligns well with Ting-Toomey’s (2005) face-negotiation theory 
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regarding mutual face concern because the status of the relationship is paramount to whatever 

issues the relationship is encountering. The second theme aligned with Goffman’s (1959) 

corrective and avoidance processes of facework where participants would address and correct the 

conflict if the conflict was more severe and they would avoid, sometimes by using humor to skirt 

the issue, if the conflict topic was minor. The third, and final, theme which helped to answer the 

second research question encompassed participants describing the heightened awareness of 

image management during conflict. Most seemed to have a goal of preserving their own face, 

their LDF’s face, and the “face” of the relationship because they wanted the relationship to 

continue. Essentially, facework is seen during these conflict episodes and how these LDFs 

managed the conflict depended on the severity, but there always seemed to be an awareness of 

the “faces” in the relationship and wanting to preserve the relationship by using these facework 

tactics of correcting or avoiding.  

The findings in this study fit in with previous research findings about technology, 

facework, conflict, and LDFs. The first research question aimed to understand technology use in 

LDFs conflicts. Participants’ report of technology use seems to fit in with previous research 

findings, especially the results from Ruppel’s (2018) study about the use of channel choice when 

anticipating a face-threatening scenario. Ruppel found that people are inclined to use channels of 

communication that offer fewer context cues and are asynchronous (i.e., lean channels). 

However, she also found that “participants who reported being closer to their partners are also 

less concerned about embarrassment…or imposition” and therefore more likely to use rich 

channels (p. 61). The participants from the current study reported using a lean channel of 

communication (e.g., texting) to ask if there were any issues in the relationship that needed to be 
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aired, but many did switch to a richer channel of communication (e.g., facetime or phone call) to 

work through the conflict.  

Another point to highlight from the current study’s findings from the second theme which 

helped to answer the first research question is the overwhelming feeling participants reported 

from the technology being used nowadays and how that technology, primarily social media, can 

have negative consequences for LDFs (e.g., unintended third-party viewing). In college-age 

students, social media is largely used for creating and maintaining social ties, but privacy is a 

concern of many (Lewis, Kaufman, & Christakis, 2008). This concern stems from having 

information posted on social media platforms without one’s knowledge or consent and having 

negative repercussions from that information reveal. Interestingly, the findings from the current 

study add an element of how these nonconsensual social media posts affected distal relationships 

of the person that did not give consent to the posting. The concern of privacy also seems to 

encompass how information shared on social media affects other relationships. 

The second research question used facework as a frame of analysis to understand how 

these LDFs manage conflict interactions over the distance. There are three broad findings that 

also fit in with existing facework and friendship literature. First, LDFs expressed a desire for the 

relationship to continue smoothly because of the shared mutual history. Participants reported that 

have been friends for so long or they have experienced so much together, so they wanted to keep 

the relationship going almost like a status symbol. This aligns with Spencer and Pahl’s (2006) 

findings of recognizing a “narrative dimension to friendships and friends are sometimes defined 

as people with a shared history who have ‘been through this together’” (p. 59). Similar to 

Spencer and Pahl’s (2006) findings, this current study shows that LDFs also characterize and 

idealize their relationship based on shared history narratives. This also follows in line with Ting-
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Toomey’s (2005) extension of face negotiation theory where a relationship also recognizes a 

mutual face which is the public and internal face of the relationship. Therefore, a major takeaway 

from these findings is that LDFs tend to use their shared history in the relationship as a way to 

preserve the relationship, similar to a maintenance strategy.  

Second, Lim (1999) discussed how facework is involved in interpersonal relationships 

from a cultural standpoint. Many of the responses and examples from participants described 

concern for the face of their friends and the face of the relationship. A higher concern seems to 

be placed on positive face (the want to be liked and accepted) in these LDFs than negative face. 

Participants showed concern for wanting the relationship and each other to be viewed positively. 

The heightened concern for maintaining positive face in these relationships could be due to the 

fact that distance mitigates an imposition to one’s autonomy; however, the need for reassurances 

that the relationship is in good standing (i.e., mutual-face concern) and each long-distance friend 

is seen as favorable (i.e., positive face) to one another helps maintain the relationship. Mutual 

face-concern was often seen in participants’ responses and seems to be the most important 

concern in long-distance friendships. Therefore, long-distance friends show strength in the 

continuity of their LDFs if both parties have a concern for the well-being of the relationship. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Thought the current study furthers the understanding of the LDF context, there are five 

limitations that need to be addressed. First, one of the focus groups had two participants. Kruger 

(1994) addressed that the ideal number of participants in a focus group is 4-6; however, both 

participants still engaged in plentiful dialogue, which led to fruitful data. Second, during the first 

focus group, the audio recording equipment did not pick up some of the audio resulting in partial 

data loss. After recognizing this detriment, the recording device was placed closer to participants 
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and participants were asked to speak louder. Third, due to low participation numbers, screening 

and placing participants in focus groups of similar LDF characteristics (length of friendship, how 

many LDFs, location of LDFs) to further examine possible difference among varying LDF 

characteristics was not possible. 

Fourth, a choice about an age range was made to keep participants between the ages of 

18-24, which kept the focus on the traditional college population; however, it also is a limit of 

this study. As people age they might change how they interact with their friends. For example, 

adults have more responsibility to their respective families and careers than adolescents or young 

adults, so friendships might not be as pertinent to maintain (Blieszner & Adams, 1992). 

Additionally, Blieszner and Adam’s (1992) research on adult friendships found that adults have 

less time to attend to their friendships as adolescents might, so there might be less frequent 

communication in adult friendships. With this line of reasoning, if adult friendships 

communicate with each other less frequently, then physical distance might also impact how these 

adult friendships are maintained. Therefore, a limitation to the current study is that the findings 

are only applicable to the specified 18-24 age group that was recruited.  

Fifth, and finally, another criterion for participation in this study was that students had to be 

enrolled in a communication class so extra credit could be earned. Therefore, all participants 

were enrolled in communication classes and might have had a heightened awareness of their 

communication practices prior to participating in the focus group. If this study were to be 

replicated, responses might be framed or discussed differently due to different language or jargon 

that people might use. Overall, there were some limitations to this study; however, moving 

forward with future studies, some of the limitations can be addressed. 
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In addition to the limitations in this study, the data and implications provide grounding 

for future research suggestions. I propose four avenues that might further the understanding of 

LDFs. First, Ting-Toomey and Oetzel (2001) discussed the cultural impacts of facework and 

how an individual’s cultural characteristics can be used to predict how they will engage in 

conflict scenarios. Following Ting-Toomey and Oetzel’s line of conflict research, the LDF 

context would gain greater understanding if looked at from an intercultural lens to see if there are 

patterns in how individuals from different cultures respond within their interpersonal 

relationship. Though not discussed directly in my findings, a majority of participants noted 

having a friend from a different country or culture and hinted at those underlying cultural 

discourses.  

Following along with this cultural lens, the second future direction incorporates findings 

from Lim’s (1999) work on collectivism. Lim’s (1999) research addressed interpersonal conflict 

and facework by looking at cultural factors of individualism and collectivism. An interesting 

question came to mind when reading Lim’s study and looking at my data: How do collectivistic 

underlying discourses interplay with a person’s individual choice to end an LDF or to enact 

impolite facework? Essentially, collectivistic cultures are recognized as being a culture of 

interdependency so attempting to end a relational tie might feel like it goes against one’s culture.  

Third, Ting-Toomey (2005) made note of how a majority of conflict facework studies are 

from an individual’s perspective and that having self-reporting data can produce biased results 

due to individuals wanting to show themselves in a positive light. Therefore, studying conflict in 

LDFs using a dyadic approach allows for both voices to be analyzed to gather a more holistic 

perspective of the conflict. The current findings are self-reported and offer insight into individual 

perspectives of conflict; however, since conflict occurs in dyads or more, having these dyadic 
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LDFs describe how they each approach conflict with each other can give greater understanding 

to these conflict situations. Additionally, observing LDFs in their natural state can also allow 

researchers to analyze the discursive tactics in “real-time.” For example, collecting all 

correspondence over a week or longer time or recording only when a conflict is occurring to, 

again, allow analysis of true conflict deliberations.  

Fourth, and finally, expectations were often discussed in these focus groups about how an 

LDF should approach or address conflict (e.g., expecting apologies that are genuine). With these 

implicit and explicit expectations that these participants had in their LDFs, it might be a 

beneficial direction to pair expectancy violation theory to these LDF conflict contexts to see how 

these LDFs manage the violations of expectations at a distance. Additionally, how do violations 

of expectations during conflict affect the trajectory of the friendship? All in all, LDF conflict 

research has many avenues that can be useful in understanding why and how LDFs choose to 

continue or end their relationship. 

Conclusion 

LDFs are a unique relationship type due to their voluntary nature (Wiseman, 1986) and 

the complications that distance can create (Sahlstein, 2006). From this study, participants in 

LDFs described their experience with conflict and recognized their own and friends’ face and 

face needs within their LDFs. Communication technologies have been shown to be a primary 

mode for LDFs to relate to one another and keep the relationship going. Therefore, when conflict 

is occurring, use of those technologies is vital to managing the conflict so LDF partners can be 

present with each other and handle the conflict if necessary.  

Each research question was answered through thematic analysis and through these 

themes this study brings greater understanding to technology use in LDFs during conflict and 
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that LDFs do have a heightened awareness of the “faces” during conflict episodes. For the first 

research question, the findings highlighted that participants prefer richer channels of 

communication when the conflict is severe (e.g., video calling, phone calling) and they preferred 

leaner channels of communication (e.g., texting) when the conflict was minor.  

From the second research question, this study highlights the connection of LDF conflict 

management through a facework lens to show that there are multiple ways that LDFs will 

approach and handle conflict based on the severity of the conflict. If the conflict perceived as 

major, then the participants would choose to address and correct the issue to continue the 

relationship. If the conflict was minor, many would ignore the issue or use humor to skirt the 

issue. Additionally, participants in these LDFs had a heightened awareness during conflict 

episodes of the image of themselves, their friend, and the relationship and would work o manage 

those images more so during conflict because of the threat to their faces. Last, from the second 

research question, this study also shows that participants used their shared history and time in the 

LDF as a way to rationalize their reasoning for addressing and correcting conflict or avoiding 

conflict. Essentially, these LDFs held pride in being able to have a relationship that survived 

time and distance and did not want them to terminate if there was an issue or conflict occurring. 

Ultimately, LDFs are continuing to be attended to despite any difficulties experienced, especially 

when both partners are vested into the faces (self, other, and mutual) within the relationship.   
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Appendix A 

Recruitment Message 

RE:  Focus Group Opportunity for Study about Long-distance Friendship Conflict 

Communication among College Students 

I am writing to invite you to participate in our research study through the Communication 

Department at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. The purpose of this study is to analyze 

how long-distance friends talk through their conflicts. This study focuses the communication 

technologies used and how conflict is managed when friendships are long-distance. 

I am looking for participants that are 18-24 years old who are enrolled in a UWM 

communication course that have a long-distance platonic friend they have talked with at least 

once within the past month and experienced a conflict with them recently while being 

geographically separated. 

If you volunteer for this study, you will be asked to participate in a focus group with other 

students in similar situations. During the focus group, you and others will be asked about your 

long-distance friendships, what conflicts you experienced, and how conflicts are resolved. Focus 

groups will be audio and video recorded and transcribed. Names and all other identifiable 

information will be camouflaged from the final study. Participation will take up to 90 minutes. 

Individuals who participate in the study will receive three units of extra credit towards one 

participating communication class they are enrolled in. During the focus group session, pizza and 

soda will be provided. If individuals are unable or do not wish to participate in the study, they 

can complete an alternative assignment to gain receive extra credit (see below). 

If you'd like to participate or have any questions about the study, please email me - Lindsay 

Kelpinski (kelpins3@uwm.edu). If you have any concerns, please contact my faculty supervisor, 

Dr, Erin Parcell (eparcell@uwm.edu), or UWM’s Institutional Review Board at 

irbinfo@uwm.edu.  

Thank you very much.  

Sincerely, 

Lindsay Kelpinski, M.A. candidate 

Department of Communication 

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 

 

Erin Parcell, Ph.D. 

Department of Communication 

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 

 

 

mailto:eparcell@uwm.edu
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Alternative Extra Credit Assignment: 

Johnson, A. J., Haigh, M. M., Craig, E. A., Becker, J. A. H. (2009). Relational closeness: 

Comparing undergraduate college students’ geographically close and long-distance 

friendships. Personal Relationships, 16, 631-646. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-

6811.2009.01243.x 

First, read Johnson, Haigh, Craig, and Becker’s (2009) article listed above. This article can be 

found by searching UWM’s library database. After reading Johnson et al.’s (2009) article please 

respond to the following questions. Your response should be approximately one page single-

spaced. Be sure to follow APA guidelines (12 pt. font, 1” margins, Times New Roman font). 

Please include your name, the communication course you wish to earn extra credit, and your 

instructor’s name at the top of the page. Then answer the following questions: 

1. What did the authors want to know about?  

2. How did they go about their study? 

3. What are the major differences between long-distance friendships (LDFs) and 

geographically-close friendships (GCFs) reported in the article?  

4. What does “closeness” mean for both LDFs and GCFs? How does each relationship type 

portray closeness? 

5. What are some gender differences described with LDFs and GCFs? 

6. What’s your general reaction to the article? (did you like it? Dislike it? Agree? 

Disagree?). Explain your answer. 

7. What do you want to know about LDFs and GCFs that wasn’t addressed in the article?  

8. What can you take away from this article? What can you apply to your own friendships? 

After completing this alternative assignment, please send via email to Lindsay Kelpinski 

(kelpins3@uwm.edu). 

Thank you! 

Lindsay 

  

  

mailto:kelpins3@uwm.edu
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Appendix B 

Email to Participants 

Hello! 

 

Thank you for expressing interest in the long-distance friendship study titled “We can go the 

distance: Communicating through conflicts in long-distance friendships” (UWM IRB # 

19.A.237). To be eligible to participate in this study, please fill out the Qualtrics survey that asks 

for dates and times you are available as well as answers to other questions about you and your 

long-distance friendships.  

 

There are five predetermined 90-minute time-slots listed. Please select all the times that you are 

available as well as answer the other questions to the best of your ability. If you are picked for a 

focus group, you will receive an email with your assigned time slot and location. If you are no 

longer able to participate during that time, please inform me (Lindsay Kelpinski) as soon as 

possible and I will try to put you into one of the other timeslots. You will be sent a reminder 

email 48 hours and 24 hours before your scheduled time to participate in the focus group. 

 

In addition to selecting available time-slots, you will be asked a few questions about your 

demographic background as well as open-ended questions about your long-distance friendship. 

All information will be kept confidential and stored on password protected computers and 

accounts. The survey will take approximately 10 minutes to complete. 

 

Here is the link to the survey: 

 

Please complete this survey by [insert date]. 

 

If you have any questions, please email me - Lindsay Kelpinski (kelpins3@uwm.edu). 

 

Thank you so much for your time and for your willingness to share your personal experiences!  

 

Sincerely, 

Lindsay Kelpinski   
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Appendix C 

Availability/Preliminary Qualtrics Survey 

[Participants will be taken to this survey if they click that they want to continue to it at the 

bottom of the informed consent form that will come before the following] 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in my research project “We can go the distance: 

Communication through conflicts in long-distance friendships” (IRB # 19.A.237). This study 

involves focus groups, but the purpose of this survey is to help me schedule them as well as 

gather some preliminary information from you if you are chosen for one of the focus group 

timeslots. There are five 90-minute time-slots listed. Please select ALL of the times that you are 

available as there is a finite number of students we will schedule per focus group. 

If you are selected for the focus groups, you will receive an email with that information and then 

a reminder email 48 hours and another 24 hours before your assigned time slot. If you are no 

longer able to participate during that time, please inform me (Lindsay Kelpinski) as soon as 

possible.  

If you are not picked for a focus group, we will notify you asap. At that point you will be given 

the option to complete the alternative assignment to earn extra credit in your course.  

In addition to selecting available time-slots, we ask you a few your demographic background 

questions as well as a few open-ended questions about your long-distance friendships. All 

information will be kept confidential and stored on password protected computers and accounts 

as well as the survey system (Qualtrics). This survey will take approximately 10 minutes to 

complete. 

 

If you have any questions, please email me - Lindsay Kelpinski (kelpins3@uwm.edu). 

 

Thank you so much for your time and for your willingness to share your personal experiences! 

Lindsay Kelpinski 

------------------------ 

This first page has five 90-minute time-slots. Please select ALL the times you would be 

available. You will only be assigned to one of these times. You will receive an email in 

approximately 48 hours with the date, time, and location of the study you’ll be participating in. 

Time slot 1:  

Time slot 2: 

Time slot 3: 
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Time slot 4: 

Time slot 5: 

------------------------ 

The next set of questions ask about your background and for a brief story about your long-

distance friendship(s).  

Name: 

Email: 

Age: 

Gender: 

Ethnicity: 

Sexual Orientation: 

----------------- 

The last page will ask you a few questions about your long-distance friendships. Long-distance 

friendship conflict can range from minor disagreements to full-blown conflicts. As you report 

your conflicts think about all the minor disagreements (e.g., forgetting to call, difficulty 

scheduling time to talk) you’ve had as well as any major conflicts (e.g., difference in values or 

beliefs).  

1. About how many long-distance friends do you have? 

2. What technologies do you use to communicate with your long-distance friends? (e.g., 

Snapchat, Twitter, Facebook, letters in the mail, texting, phone calling, video calling) 

3. How often do you experience conflict in your long-distance friendships? 

4. What have your conflicts been about? 
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Appendix D 

Qualtrics Informed Consent Form 

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 

Informed Consent to Participate in Research 

 

Study title: We can go the distance: Communicating through conflicts in long-distance 

friendships 

 

Researcher[s]: Lindsay Kelpinski, Master’s candidate, Department of Communication; Erin 

Parcell, Ph.D., Department of Communication 

We’re inviting you to participate in a research study. Participation is completely voluntary. In 

order to participate in this study, you must be 18-24 years old, have a long-distance platonic 

friend, experienced a conflict recently while being geographically separated, have talked with 

them at least once within the past month, and are enrolled in a UWM communication course. 

Participation is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate now, you can always change 

your mind later. There are no negative consequences, whatever you decide. 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this study is to analyze how long-distance friends talk through their conflicts. 

This study focuses the communication technologies used and how conflict is managed when 

friendships are long-distance. 

 

What will I do? 

For this first stage of the process, we ask that you complete the survey that follows this form. 

The survey will ask you to indicate when you would be available to participate in focus groups 

(90-minute timeslots). The survey also for your background information (e.g., age, race, gender, 

etc.) as well as answers to a few open-ended questions about your long-distance friendship such 

as the technologies you use (e.g., texting, calling, social media, etc.) and about a conflict you’ve 

experienced. This survey will take approximately 10 minutes. If you after we review your 

answers you are chosen for a focus group, then we will contact you with the time, date, and 

location. Completing this survey does not constitute participation in this study. You must 

participate in a focus group, or the alternative extra credit assignment, to earn extra credit. 

 

Risks 

• You might think some questions are personal or upsetting. You may skip any questions 

you don’t want to answer or stop the survey entirely. 

• Online data being hacked or intercepted. This is a risk you experience any time you 

provide information online. We’re using a secure system to collect this data (Qualtrics) 

but we can’t completely eliminate this risk. 
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• Breach of confidentiality: There is a chance your data could be seen by someone who 

shouldn’t have access to it. We will store all data on password-protected computers and 

accounts (i.e., TEAMS and Qualtrics).   

 

Possible benefits: Data collected will help create a greater understanding of communication 

between long-distance friendships during conflict. 

 

Estimated number of participants: 50 

 

How long will it take? This online survey will take approximately 10 minutes 

 

Costs: None 

 

Compensation: None at this time. If you are chosen for and participate in a focus group you will 

earn 3 research credits for one of your communication courses that is offering extra credit for this 

study. 

 

If I don’t want to be in this study, are there other options? Instead of participating in this 

survey and the focus group, you can complete the extra credit alternative assignment found in the 

recruitment message for the study. 

 

Future research: De-identified data (all identifying information removed) may be shared with 

other researchers. You won’t be told specific details about these future research studies. 

 

Confidentiality and Data Security 

We’ll collect the following identifying information for the research: your name, email address, 

and the communication class you’re enrolled in. This information is necessary so that you can 

receive extra credit and so your online survey responses can be inked to your focus group 

responses. 

 

Where will data be stored? Data will be stored on the researchers’ password-protected personal 

computers and on the password-protected servers for the online survey software (Qualtrics) as 

well as UWM’s TEAMS portal.  

 

How long will it be kept? Data will be kept until March 1, 2022 

 

Who can see my data? 

• We (the researchers) will have access to identifiable (with your name included). 

• The Institutional Review Board (IRB) at UWM, the Office for Human Research 

Protections (OHRP), or other federal agencies may review all the study data. This is to 

ensure we’re following laws and ethical guidelines. 

• We may share our findings in publications or presentations. If we do, the results will be 

de-identified. If we quote you, we’ll use pseudonyms (fake names). 
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Contact information: 

For questions about the research, complaints, or problems: Contact Lindsay Kelpinski 

(kelpins3@uwm.edu) or Dr. Erin Parcell (eparcell@uwm.edu). 

 

For questions about your rights as a research participant, complaints, or problems: Contact 

the UWM IRB (Institutional Review Board; provides ethics oversight) at 414-229-3173 / 

irbinfo@uwm.edu.  

 

Please print or save this screen if you want to be able to access the information later. 

IRB #: 19.A.237 

IRB Approval Date: March 11, 2019 

 

Agreement to Participate 

If you meet the eligibility criteria below and would like to participate in this study, click the 

button below to begin the survey. Remember, your participation is completely voluntary, and 

you’re free to withdraw at any time. 

• I am between 18-24 years old 

• I have one or more long-distance friends 

• I have had a recent conflict with a long-distance friend who you have been in contact 

within the last month 

  

  

mailto:kelpins3@uwm.edu
mailto:eparcell@uwm.edu
mailto:irbinfo@uwm.edu
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Appendix E 

Focus Group Protocol 

Hello everyone! Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group. My hope is 

that we’ll have a lot of great discussion about our long-distance friendships. The purpose of this 

research is to understand how long-distance friends communicate during conflict. This 

discussion should take up to one and a half hours. You are welcome to participate as much as 

you would like and share as much as you would like. If you ever feel uncomfortable with 

answering any question, you do not have to answer. If at any point you would like to stop 

participating, you may leave, and your answers will be removed from the study.  

There is minimal risk with participating in this study aside from potential mild discomfort 

when talking about previous or present conflicts. Should you need any assistance to talk through 

this discomfort, there are resources provided for you on your consent form. Throughout this 

discussion we will be talking about your personal experiences with conflict as well as your 

opinions about the best methods for handling conflict. For the purpose of this study, we will 

define conflict as any sort of disagreement or argument where either one or both parties felt 

wronged in some way.  

Before we begin, let’s talk about some ground rules. First, please try not to interrupt 

others when they are talking. This will help in accurately transcribing afterwards. Second, please 

be respectful when listening and responding to each other’s stories. Third, since we will be 

sharing personal stories, please keep what we talk about in this room private and do not share the 

personal information of others after we leave here. Fourth, have fun and enjoy sharing our 

experiences. Before we get going, any questions? 

[After all questions are answered, turn on the recorder and begin the conversation] 
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1. Let’s start with some easy questions. How about we go around and share our names and 

how many LDFs you have currently? [Go around the group] 

2. Okay, so how often do you have disagreements in your LDFs? 

3. How do you feel when there’s a disagreement between you and your LDF? 

a. How might your friend feel? 

b. What might you say or do to address the disagreement? 

4. How did you even know when something was a problem? (e.g., what is said?) 

5. Is it better to address the issue or ignore it?  

a. What do you think influences how you handle it? 

b. Does it depend on the situation? How so? 

Next, let’s talk about what these disagreements are about and how they make you feel about the 

relationship moving forward. 

c. What were some of the minor disagreements about? 

d. What were some of the major conflicts about? What was said during them?  

e. How often do you have issues with your LDFs? 

6. How did the way the conflict happened make you feel controlled or forced to do 

something you didn’t want to do? What was the reaction to that? 

7. Do you ever feel like conflict in these relationships makes you feel insecure about the 

relationship? Why? 

8. Are you ever worried that when you say something or bring something up that your 

friend might not like you anymore?  

Now let’s talk about how your conflicts or disagreements are discussed and/or resolved. 
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9. How are conflicts handled? [if slow to answer] Anyone recall a recent conflict that they 

can share? 

10. What is the best way a disagreement or conflict is addressed and resolved? 

11. What can be done or said to restore order (make the relationship feel normal again) after 

a conflict? [if answers don’t come quickly] For example, is apologizing necessary? 

Why/why not? 

Okay, let’s next discuss what technologies you use to communicate with your LDFs. What do 

you use most often? 

12. Does anyone ever have conflicts about the technology used in these relationships? 

13. Has technology ever made the conflict worse? How? 

14. Has technology made the conflict better or easier? How? 

15. Since a goal of this study is to better conflict communication in long-distance friendships, 

what advice would you give to other LDFs that are dealing with conflict? 

16. Is there anything else we should have talked about, but didn’t? 

17. Any other final comments? Advice you might give other people in LDFs? 

Thank you! I’ll turn off the recorder now. 
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Appendix F 

Focus Group Consent Form 

Study title We can go the distance: Communicating through conflicts in long-distance 
friendships 

Researcher[s] Lindsay Kelpinski, Master’s candidate, Department of Communication 

Erin Parcell, Ph.D., Department of Communication 

 

I’m inviting you to participate in a research study about long-distance friendship conflict. In 

order to participate in this study, you must be 18-24 years old, have a long-distance platonic 

friend, experienced a conflict recently while being geographically separated, have talked with 

them at least once within the past month, and are enrolled in a UWM communication course. 

Participation is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate now, you can always change 

your mind later. There are no negative consequences, whatever you decide. 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this study is to analyze how long-distance friends talk through their conflicts. 

This study focuses the communication technologies used and how conflict is managed when 

friendships are long-distance. 

What will I do? 

At this point in the study, you’ll asked to participate in a video/audio-taped focus group with 

other members in similar situations. During the focus groups, you and others will be asked about 

your long-distance friendships and what conflicts you experienced as well as how that conflict 

was resolved. The total time should be about 90 minutes (10-15 minutes to read this form, ask 

any questions, and then sign and submit it; 60-75 minutes for the focus group discussion). Pizza 

and soda will also be provided during the focus group session. 

Risks 

Possible risks How we’re minimizing these risks 

Some questions may be very 
personal or upsetting  

You can skip any questions you don’t want to answer. 

Breach of confidentiality (your data 

being seen by someone who 
shouldn’t have access to it) 

• We’ll remove all identifiers after full transcription 

• We’ll store all data on a password-protected, computers and 

accounts (TEAMS).  

• We’ll store all paper data in a locked filing cabinet in a locked 

office.  
 

Potential discomfort talking about 

long-distance friendship conflicts 

Resources will be available for participants to use (both in the 

informed consent and during the interview). 

An emotional listening support hotline is available: 1-800-932-
4616 (Toll Free), or crisis hotline is also available to call: 1 (800) 

273-8255  
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There may be risks I don’t know about yet. Throughout the study, I’ll tell you if I learn anything 

that might affect your decision to participate. 

 

 

Other Study Information 

Possible benefits • Direct benefits to participant: talking about conflicts and hearing 

ways others managed their conflicts in their long-distance 

friendships 

• Potential benefits to society: greater understanding of 
communication between long-distance friendships during 

conflict 

Estimated number of participants 50 participants 

How long will it take? No more than 90 minutes 

Costs None 

Compensation 3 units of research credit in participating communication courses 

Future research De-identified data (all identifying information removed) may be 

shared with other researchers. You won’t be told specific details 
about these future research studies. 

Recordings You will be audio and video recorded. The recording will be used for 

later transcription and analysis of the data.  

The recording is necessary to this research. If you do not want to be 

recorded, you should not be in this study. 

Confidentiality and Data Security 

We will collect the following identifying information during the focus group discussion: your 

name and some demographic information. This information is necessary so the focus group 

facilitator can address you during focus group and the research team can analyze the data 

received across various demographics. The information will also be used to connect you to your 

survey answers.  

 

Who can see my data? Why? Type of data 

The researchers To analyze the data and conduct 

the study 

Surveys, recordings, and 

transcriptions as well as a key that 
keeps track of your information 

and the pseudonym we assign you 

during transcription.  

The IRB (Institutional Review 
Board) at UWM  

To ensure we’re following laws 
and ethical guidelines 

They may review any of our data. 

Where will data be stored? On password-protected personal computers and TEAMS. 

How long will it be kept? Until 03/01/2022 
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The Office for Human Research 
Protections (OHRP) or other federal 

agencies 

Contact information: 

For questions about the 

research 

Lindsay Kelpinski 

Erin Parcell 

kelpin3@uwm.edu, 
eparcell@uwm.edu 

For questions about your 

rights as a research 

participant 

IRB (Institutional Review 
Board; provides ethics 

oversight) 

414-229-3173 / 
irbinfo@uwm.edu 

For complaints or problems Lindsay Kelpinski 

Erin Parcell 

kelpin3@uwm.edu, 
eparcell@uwm.edu 

IRB 414-229-3173 / 

irbinfo@uwm.edu 

Signatures 

If you have had all your questions answered and would like to participate in this study, print your 

name and sign on the lines below as well as indicate the date. Remember, your participation is 

completely voluntary, and you’re free to withdraw from the study at any time. You will receive a 

blank copy of this form for your records. 

          

Name of Participant (print)  

          ________________ 

Signature of Participant       Date 

 

  

mailto:kelpin3@uwm.edu
mailto:irbinfo@uwm.edu
mailto:kelpin3@uwm.edu
mailto:irbinfo@uwm.edu
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