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Mid-Term Research Paper: Tumblr 

As a parent I have realized my main interest lays in digital youth culture.  I am fascinated 

at how technology for the next generation has become so ingrained into our young people’s 

personalities. Youth today tend to spend a large amount of time on their devices, surfing the 

Internet and hanging out there.  This paper will focus on one platform of digital youth culture 

known as Tumblr, the micro-blogging site.  What I have discovered is Tumblr can offer much for 

a young person, it’s a hang out online where youth can be themselves, share their interests, 

creativity and also put parental concerns at ease. 

Hanging Out 

Youth basically want to go somewhere they can hang out with friends (boyd, d., 2014).  

Author, researcher and digital youth culture expert, dana boyd; has said that children have been 

so limited to online access by adults, through rules and societal norms, they yearn for the refuge 

that social media offers them (boyd, d. 2014).  Children today are no different than the 

generations before them.  Kids throughout history have found a place to hang out.  In the 50s it 

was the soda shop or the drive-in.  By the time the 80s rolled around, kids were hanging out at 

the mall (boyd, d., 2014). 

Gone are the days of soda shops, and now social media seems to have taken its place.  

Hanging out has become a virtual experience.  Kids rely on technology to communicate and keep 

in touch with their friends (boyd. d., 2014).  Children today have less time, and more rules, 

which can keep them from hanging out offline.  For some, the only way they can communicate 

with one another is through the access of the Internet and the affordance of social networking 

sites (boyd, d., 2014). 
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About Tumblr 

 Young people have a plethora of places to go to online, their choices seem to be endless. 

Tumblr appears to be one of the popular choices.  Tumblr began its life as a micro-blogging 

platform.  The name “Tumblr” was derived from its creator.  David Karp first created Tumblr in 

2007.  Karp once stated, “There was a burgeoning movement in the blogosphere towards a 

format called ‘tumblelogs’...so it made sense to call it Tumblr” (moreintelligentlife.com, 2013, p. 

1).  The focus was blogging in short bursts.  Most of the first blogs on the site were only about a 

paragraph long, for this reason micro-blogging on Tumblr in real time has become appealing to 

the younger generation (Marquart, E. 2010). 

 A Tumblr’s user page is not much different from other social media sites, the front page 

consists of a dashboard, a queue, and much like Twitter, Tumblr also uses hash tags to let users 

find topics of interest. Where it is different is in the HTML custom features.  Bloggers on 

Tumblr can use HTML coding on their pages to edit their themes and appearance of their pages 

(www.tumblr.com/docs/en/custom_themes), this allows for customization of a profile page, 

which offers more individuality and uniqueness for the user.  Individuality will be discussed 

further on in the paper.  A user can create a site that is specifically their own.  Another appealing 

feature is the “ask box,” if enabled, it affords users to interact with one another by asking the 

blogger a question or making suggestions.  There are also third party extension packs available, 

which allows users to manage their blog even more. Remarkably, youth are not the only ones 

going to Tumblr.  As of March 2014, there are 177.2 million blogs and 80.5 billion posts and the 

demographics are 13 to 37 years of age (Tumblr: About, 2014).   
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Individuality 

Not only are youth going there to socialize and to have fun, but also to personify who he 

or she is online.  In boyd’s paper entitled, “A Blogger’s Blog: Exploring the Definition of a 

Medium,” she explains many bloggers believe blogging online is the digital representation of 

who they are, boyd goes on to say that blogging gives the blogger a voice and the blog is literally 

them in the digital world (boyd, d. 2006).  In a sense blogging on Tumblr gives each person a 

face, where people can share their expressions (boyd, d. 2006).  As a mother of four, my 

experience with teens has shown me that youth want to express who they are and Tumblr offers 

them this outlet.   

Profiles are an important factor in sharing who one is online.  boyd in “A Networked 

Self” says, “Profiles both represent the individual and serves as the locus of interaction” (boyd, 

d., et.al., 2011, p.43).  The profile page is the face that a follower on Tumblr sees and it 

expresses the bloggers interests and values (body, d. 2006).  With this, users have that sense of 

ownership and individuality, which gives the blogger a sense of control over the context and 

content of their page (boyd, d. 2006). 

Interests 

Another reason young people are going to Tumblr is to find those who share similar 

interests.  For example, if a person is interested in a particular topic, he or she can follow anyone 

with the same interest and stay posted about any updates for it (TheNickyBlog.com, 2011).  I 

have a 16-year-old daughter who is an artist; she has two blogs on Tumblr.  She has a main one, 

and another that showcases her artwork, she has her “ask box” enabled and has had people share 

and ask questions about her art. To date she has 556 followers and has had one of her pieces of 

art regarding the radio show, “Welcome to Nightvale,” re-blogged and “liked” more than 115 
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times with the hash tag “Welcome to Nightvale Fan Art.” Anyone who looks up the hash tag can 

possibly find her piece and may comments or ask questions of her (sappy-go-lucky.tumblr.com). 

Bloggers not only post blogs, but still images or moving pictures, MEMEs or GIFs as 

they are called, of their favorite celebrity, comic, movie, or television show.  Many of these 

younger users dedicate their pages to just one realm of the blogosphere they are interested in, for 

example, “Doctor Who,” or in the case of my daughter, her artwork. 

Creativity and Sharing 

Online media is opening up new avenues for creation and bloggers can now share their 

own media (Ito, et. al., 2007).  In light of the sharing on Tumblr, users are learning and 

developing their skillsets.  Skills that Henry Jenkins offers in his article, ”Confronting the 

Challenges of Participatory Culture,” like multitasking, negotiation, networking and judgment, 

just to name a few (Jenkins, H., 2006).   

Through creativity, bloggers develop new knowledge and understanding.  In “Hanging 

Out, Messing Around, and Geeking Out,” author Mizuko Ito claims with the growing 

accessibility of digital media tools young people are able to post and discuss ideas, which has 

created a new media ecology that supports creativity and sharing (Ito, et. al, 2007).  Ito continues 

by explaining that users go from media consumer to a more active media producer.    

The not so good of Tumblr 

Unfortunately with all good things comes the bad and Tumblr is no different.  There are 

issues with privacy on the site (Wikipedia.com, 2014).  Because it is an open platform and 

anyone can post anything they want, there is that parental concern of, “Is our child safe online?”  

For the most part, yes, they are.  Tumblr does allow a user to block certain followers and add 

who they wish to follow them.  There is a “Friends” list, and the privacy settings can allow for 
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only those friends to see what is on the users site.  There is also a “block” feature to stop people 

from sharing questionable blogs and again third party extension packs can also be a helpful tool 

for privacy.  

Believe it or not, children are also concerned with safety and privacy.  In boyd’s book, 

“It’s Complicated, The Social Lives of Networked Teens,” she mentions how teens grow 

frustrated with adults who think they do not care about privacy (boyd, d., 2014).  boyd talks 

about a young man she calls “Waffles,” and what he wants parents to know about teens and 

privacy on the Internet.  He says, “Every teenager wants privacy.  Every single last one of them, 

whether they tell you or not, wants privacy” (boyd, d., 2014, p. 55).  He goes on to say that teens 

don’t always tell everyone about his or her lives online like parents seem to think and it is 

ignorant for adults to assume otherwise.  “Waffles” has a valid point.  Suffice it to say, our 

children are probably much more savvy to the ways of social media and take extra precautions 

for themselves as well as for their worrying parents. 

Conclusion 

 Tumblr has become an online hangout today and it is more than just a micro-blogging 

site.  It provides a place for young people to hang out, share similar interests, and be creative.  As 

discussed, it has also become a place where a young person can be himself or herself online, a 

place where they can express themselves.  Parental concerns about safety and privacy are 

important issues but something children today are very aware of and are smart about.  As a 

parent in my quest to continue to understand why young people are so connected to the digital 

world, I have discovered that online platforms like Tumblr have something good to offer our 

children. 
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