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Research Background: Formation of Friendship Ties 

• Organizationally-based structural opportunities 
 

• Developed through repeated social interactions 
 

• Voluntary and selective process 
 

• The homophily principle 



Research Background: The Third Place 

• A term coined by Roy Oldenburg 
 

• Informal public gathering places beyond home and workplace, e.g., 
shops, coffee shops, pubs, fast-food restaurants, public parks, etc. 
 

• Facilitates regular, voluntary, and nonobligatory social interactions 
 

• Group membership cuts across social class, religion, and formal 
social roles 
 

• Types of third places vary by population groups 
 

• Benefits: Sociability, sense of control, emotional support, leisure 
opportunities, a marker of neighborhood “health” and “vibrancy” 
 



Research Background: Urban Social Relations 

• Nature of urban social relations (Wirth, Simmel) 
• Rationality, impersonality, transitory, superficiality, 

anonymity, and segmented 
 

• Managing interactional norms: A social process (Karp) 
• Individual strategies: Hiding, self-protection 
• Social cooperation 
• Social sanction 

 
Research gap: Little is understood about the process of 

friendship formation in the urban third place. 
 
 



Research Questions 

• How are social ties developed in the urban third place? 
• How are casual encounters turned into repeated social 

interactions? 
• How do people select whom to befriend with in the third 

place? 
• How do the concerns for anonymity and privacy influence 

the formation of social ties in casual encounters?  
 

• How do social ties so developed evolve over time? 
 



 Pokemon Go players in Hong Kong public parks 



The Game: Pokemon Go (PKMG) 
• Free mobile device game developed by 

Niantic and Nintendo, and launched in 2016. 
 

• Once attracted 65 million players worldwide.  
 

• Mature adults currently form a significant 
group of players in Japan, Taiwan, and Hong 
Kong. 
 

• Started as a single-player game. 
 

• Players are required to physically visit 
different places (pokestops and gyms) to 
catch pokemons. 
 





Pokestop Gym 



Wong Tai Sin 

Research Site: Hong Kong – Wong Tai Sin District 
• High concentration of older adults; second highest median 

age of residents in Hong Kong (44.6 years old) 
• Geographical proximity 



Three public parks located at 15-minute walking distance from one 
another 

A: Morse Park 
B: Choi Hung Road Playground 
C: Kowloon Walled City park 

A 
B 

C 



Research Methods 

• Participant observation in the three public parks 
• Conducted since 2016, before players came to know one 

another 
• 3-4 days per week before September 2017 
• 1-2 days per week after September 2017 
• Normally from 12:30 p.m. to 4.30 p.m. (occasionally till 6pm) 

 
• In-depth interviews (in progress) 



The Sample 
• Around 30 players play PKMG in these three parks almost 

everyday 
• Aged between 40s to 70s 
• Male (23) > female (7) 
• Retired (male), housewife 
• Low educational level: from no formal schooling to senior high 

school (only 1) 
• Majority of them live in public rental housing estates which are 

designed for low-income Hong Kong citizens 
• Local residents - Live in the district for more than 20 years 
• Living with family members  
• Not participate in community activities 
• Weakly connected to the community 

 





Engaging in Social Interactions with Strangers 

• Needs-driven motives 
 
1. Limited English proficiency to understand the game 

 
• The language used in the HK version of PKMG is English 
• They can follow pictures to learn how to play, but they do 

not understand announcements, updates, events and 
more importantly warnings.  



2. Limited technical knowledge to use unofficial maps 
 
• Official map shows only 9 Pokemons 
• Unofficial maps show all Pokemons in Hong Kong 
• Unofficial map users tell non-users the locations of valuable 

Pokemons; non-users follow users to catch Pokemons 
 

3. Directions to pokestop and gym 
 
• Words in maps are too small to read 
• Do not know the way 
• Ask for directions or follow other players 
 



Engaging in Repeated Social Interactions with Strangers 

• Why? Even the game came with a Chinese version later … 
 

1. Social companionship  
• Usually spend 3-4 hours a day to play PKMG 
• Enjoy chatting with fellow players 
• Social companionship  less lonely 

 
2. Sense of achievement and social affirmation  

• It is a sort of achievement for them if they reach level 40, catch 
all pokemons, get all medals or good at catching pokemons 

• Presence of audience for sharing achievements 
• Compliments from others players, e.g., “Magic Hand” (神手), 

“Master” (師傅) 
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Anonymity and Relationship Building 

• Caution against strangers and privacy concern 
• Anonymity and safe interpersonal distance 
• Emergence of interactional norms 

 
• Observation, evaluation, and selective self-disclosure 

• Conformity to interactional norms and trust building 
 



Anonymity: From Strangers to Acquaintances 

• Everyone works together to stay anonymous. 
• Not to disclose personal information, including name, 

telephone number, and address. 
• Never ask for each other’s name (though the names are 

shown in the game).  
 

• Use nicknames in face-to-face communication, e.g., “University 
student”, “Slipper”, “Tall guy”. 
 

• Strictly follow the “Don’t ask, Don’t tell” principle  
• If people do not tell you, you should not ask. 
• If people tell you, you should not tell others. 

 
• Conversations restricted to game-related matters. 

 



Anonymity: From Acquaintances to Friends 

• Selection process 
• Conformity to interactional norms  Interpersonal trust and 

feeling of security 
• Compatible personality 

• Self-disclosure 
• Conversation extended to topics beyond the game, e.g., 

family, children, their past, and their emotions. 
• Introduce family members and friends to fellow players 

• Attempt to cross the line of defense, e.g., Ask for personal 
information such as marital status, educational level, and 
occupational aspirations.  

• Engaged in other social activities, e.g., having meals together, 
exchanging telephone numbers, setting up chat groups. 

• Resource exchange, e.g., $, battery, phones, information 



Anonymity: Full Name as the Ultimate Stronghold 
• Full name = privacy 

 
• Disclosing full name  Potentially disclosing personal information that is 

not ready to be disclosed  Exposed to potential risks (e.g., ridicule, loss, 
and harm)  
 

• Asking for another person’s real name  Pressure to expose own full name 
 

• Hiding full names  
• Segmenting  social circles 
• Control of personal information 
• Risk control and self protection 
• Impression management to maintain newly developed friendship ties 

 
• Disconnecting personal life and full name  feeling secure 



• Unintentional disclosure of real names 



Concluding Remarks 

• Casual encounters in third places can be developed  into friendship 
ties. 
• Routine social interactions over an extended period of time 

 
• Social nature of anonymity 

• Interactional norm 
• Cooperation 
• Social sanctions 

 
• Role of anonymity in friendship building 

• Allows making observations and evaluations of potential friends 
from a safe distance 

• Trust building  Self-disclosure and more exchanges 
 
 

 
      

 



• Development of friendship ties: Onion-peeling process 
• Self-disclosure: Selective, gradual, voluntary 
• Probing is possible and needs to be done with care 

 
• Discussion of private, personal matters with not-so-strong ties 

• Non-overlapping social circles, concealing real name  
 Low risk of being identified; information restricted locally 

• Trusted exchange partners after extended observation 
 

• Future issues to be explored 
• Further development of friendship ties? 

• How far can the friendship ties go? 
• How long can the friendship ties last? 

• Class differences? 
• Gender differences? 
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