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Fulfilling social connections are crucial for human well-being and belonging, but not all relationships last
forever. As interactions increasingly move online, the act of digitally severing a relationship — e.g. through
blocking or unfriending — has become progressively more common as well. This study considers actions of
“digital severance” through interviews with 30 participants with experience as the initiator and/or recipient of
such situations. Through a critical interpretative lens, we explore how people perceive and interpret their
severance experience and how the online setting of social media shapes these dynamics. We develop themes
that position digital severance as being intertwined with power and control, and we highlight (im)balances
between an individual’s desires that can lead to feelings of disempowerment and ambiguous loss for both
parties. We discuss the implications of our research, outlining three key tensions and four open questions
regarding digital relationships, meaning-making, and design outcomes for future exploration.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Fulfilling relationships are important for human well-being. Such relationships provide personal
support [3, 76, 88], improve emotional and physical health [32, 47, 55, 111], and drive psycholog-
ical fulfillment [24, 39, 66, 68]. However, relationships also require time and maintenance [106].
Becoming so invested in a relationship can blind one to another’s faults, leading to negative effects
on well-being [53]. Even the closest relationships can fracture, and the end of a relationship can be
marked by sudden conflict, repeated strife, or simply drifting [2, 53, 106, 107]. As close relationships
dissolve, individuals hold conflicting emotions such as sadness and distress, sometimes mixed with
happiness and relief [16, 17, 41].
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2 Michael Yin, Angela Chiang, and Robert Xiao

As relationships have increasingly moved online, researchers have explored the effects of the
online setting on the authenticity [50] and depth [28, 117] of interactions. Social media transforms
dynamics and expectations regarding the permanence and significance of connections [86, 129],
flattening multidimensional real-world connections into discrete digital labels such as friends or
followers [54]. These labels are easily established with a single click, creating a status indicator of
an online connection and a medium for communication and updates [44]. While this bi-directional
contract forms the initial digital connection [44], a one-sided severance marks the end of this
connection. As social exclusion (or ostracism) has negative effects [70, 131, 139, 140], what drives
people to sever a connection (especially with close friends or partners), acting as the initiator? On
the receiving end, what are those people’s feelings and reactions, as the recipient?

Past work investigated these questions through specific reason-driven lenses such as breakups
[33, 96-98], irreconcilable political views [147, 152], and harassment [58, 133]. Prior work has often
identified the reason first and worked backwards to understand the experience. However, not every
instance of digital severance, especially between close dyads, stems from a clear reason.

We focus on severance as an experience, rather than a consequence, highlighting the feelings,
motivations, tensions, and actions that accompany a fracture in a relationship. We define digital
severance (or henceforth, severance) as an intentional, platform-mediated response to relational
rupture to immediately remove digital visibility and eliminate communication channels. Although
these responses lie on a spectrum, severance focuses on the active, final actions that remove both
connection and availability completely — i.e. blocking and unfriending — creating an observable and
intentional boundary [60, 144]. Severance is more than an action; it is a felt response to immediately
“get rid” of someone from one’s life, contrasting with slow drifts or passive fading. To understand
the experience of digital severance, we ask:

e RQ1 — For both initiator and recipient, what are the motivations, feelings, tensions, and
actions in the moments before, during, and after digital severance?

e RQ2 — How does digital severance represent broader relationship dynamics?

e RQ3 — How does our understanding of digital severance inform the ways we consider
technologies around relational rupture?

Through interviews with 30 participants, we developed themes that formed a narrative around
the severance experience. For almost all participants, both the relationship before severance and
the emotional processing after involved both offline and online components. We examine digital
severance as a distinctly digital act that arises from both offline and online experiences, enacted
and made visible through social media platforms.

While severance is meant to be a simple way to end unwanted digital connections, we find that the
emotions and tensions underlying the experience can be complex and linger in the aftermath. These
feelings persist, especially in the context of a previously close relationship. We find that the reasons
why people take various platform-provided severance actions are a result of several hidden internal
tensions, in which their actions can be viewed as both a form of personal control or relational power.
We also highlight where currently available severance actions fall short in addressing each party’s
emotional needs, suggesting that both the recipient and initiator need support tools to deal with
residual negative emotions. We contextualize our findings around platform design, social media
dynamics, and well-being technology to propose open questions for designers and researchers, and
provide initial ideation suggestions for future design opportunities.

Our contributions are: (i) we define digital severance as a platform-mediated response for
immediate social exclusion and how such actions can be representative of both relational power
and control, (ii) we highlight the motivations, feelings, and tensions underlying severance for
both initiator and recipient, and highlight how severance actions partially address and partially
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Dissolving a Digital Relationship 3

mismatch each party’s wants, and (iii) we offer design suggestions for supporting the feelings that
arise as a result of severance without erasing emotional nuance or care.
Content Warning: This paper contains mention of emotional abuse.

2 BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORKS

We examine computer-mediated relationships and social media, while understanding how commu-
nication and relationships differ on digital platforms. We then look at literature related to social
exclusion and draw similarities between ostracism and digital severance. We finally consider the
spectrum of disconnective digital actions to understand motivations for such behaviours.

2.1 Relationships and Social Media Interactions

Online connections, e.g., on social media platforms, facilitate digital interactions, self-disclosure, and
identity exploration [11, 38, 56]. They are an important subject in the field of computer-mediated
communication (CMC), which studies human interaction over digital mediums. Traditionally, offline
friendships are theorized as more intimate, due to verbal cues that support feelings of warmth and
involvement [19, 28, 29, 82]. However, Walther developed the hyperpersonal model of CMC, which
theorizes that online interactions can also be more intense, as individuals idealize the other party
and fill in mental gaps [129, 130]. When both offline and online communication methods exist in
a relationship, they can work together to reinforce the connection [102]. While prior work has
considered the effect of digital connections on relationship formation and sustenance, our work
considers the reverse — how relational rupture (that can happen both offline and online) leads to
severance of a digital connection.

To begin, communication and self-identity differ significantly offline and online. Qureshi-Hurst
[100] argues that online communication decreases interaction quality because people construct
themselves as artificial and idealized. People might strive for an authentic presentation, yet may
find it challenging to disclose negative experiences [50]. Asynchronicity (time-lapse between
conversations), permanence (accessibility of content), and availability (ease of accessing content)
are other important differentiating factors between offline and online communication [86], with
the ambiguity, asymmetry, and dynamism of social media adding complexity [54]. Given these
complexities, Amichai-Hamburger et al. [1] and Golder et al. [46] ask what it fundamentally means
to be labelled a ‘friend’ online.

This is an important question, as digital platforms fundamentally change behavioural interactions,
even for connected ‘friends’. Two patterns of relationship avoidance distinct to digital settings
are “ghosting” and “orbiting”. Ghosting is when one person ignores or stops communication with
another without explanation. This concept has been heavily studied in modern communications
[34, 62, 89]. Research highlights ghosting’s psychological impact and emotional dynamics — ghosters
can show happiness and relief but also feel guilt and regret [43, 145], while ghostees experience
hurt and face a threat to fundamental needs [43]. Ghosting is perpetuated by the constant avenue
of communication, the element of anonymity, potential expectational mismatch, and the ease of
disappearance [23, 91, 118]. Orbiting is similar to ghosting, but the disengager continues to interact
with the other party’s online content, creating confusion arising from ambiguous signals [89, 90].

While ghosting and orbiting are responses to rupture, our work focuses on severance actions
that are decisive and intentional — a system-level disconnection that sets a definitive boundary.
Contrasted against the sustained ambiguity of ghosting and orbiting, severance forces a narrative
end. In Wisniewski’s work [60, 144], these actions represent the most severe of the relational and
interactional boundaries — regulating who is let in and who can interact, respectively. We explore
what compels users to take these definitive actions regarding communication and visibility.
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4 Michael Yin, Angela Chiang, and Robert Xiao

2.2 Ostracism and Exclusion

We tie digital severance to ostracism research, providing a basis to examine social exclusion. People
may engage in ostracism behaviours — ignoring and excluding others — to handle poor-performing
agents [143] or maximize group benefits [116]. However, the negative effects of ostracism [135,
136] are thoroughly studied [140]. Ostracism is a hurtful action that undermines people’s sense
of personal belonging, control, self-esteem, and meaningful existence [139, 140]. The target of
ostracism feels worse as their need for relatedness is threatened [75]; the latter ties into the core
human needs as underlined by self-determination theory [67, 108]. Carpenter [25] described how
people feel disconnected when they are left out; Zadro and Gonsalkorale [148] discussed that
ostracism’s negative effects are exacerbated for the socially anxious, who may interpret ambiguous
situations as more threatening. Amidst such negative feelings, one way of coping is self-reflection
to understand one’s ostracism experience [139].

Surprisingly, the source of ostracism may experience negative emotions too [131, 149]. Some
studies indicated improved feelings of control and self-esteem for the source, but Zadro and
Gonsalkorale [149] found that engaging in ostracism, especially towards a loved one, can induce
feelings of disappointment and isolation. Ostracism sources may experience feelings of guilt and
shame [131, 149]; Legate et al. [70] highlighted how some may find it difficult to feel autonomy
concerning actions that are understood to hurt others. Even the presence of ostracism without
direct involvement can induce concern and distress through empathetic perspective-taking [7, 45].
Overall, ostracism may induce ambiguous loss — unclear loss without resolution [8, 12, 13, 15].
Even though ostracism is hurtful, prior research suggests that humans are prone to hurt those close
to them [61, 81], sometimes without intent, control, or rationality [92].

Ostracism helps frame how exclusion can evoke negative psychological effects. Our findings
reveal parallels between severance and ostracism regarding their effects on relationship dynamics
and tensions. However, much prior ostracism literature involves ostracism taking place offline, or,
if digital, through controlled lab experiments [137, 138, 142]. Real-life and digital interactions can
differ in communication and expectations, and isolated experiments fail to account for the complex
network of existing and past relationships. Thus, our work considers digital severance — a form of
ostracism in digital contexts through a “storytelling as research” paradigm [73, 103].

2.3 Digital Severance and Digital Disposal

Blocking, unfriending, unfollowing, etc., are active methods to sever a digital connection. These
behaviours serve different purposes and motivations like combatting cyberbullying and harassment
[44, 58, 71], setting barriers against strangers [40], selectively avoiding people with opposing
perspectives or annoying posting habits [6, 65, 99, 147, 152], hiding things from specific people
[52], or retaining personal privacy [133]. However, much of this past work is relationship-agnostic.
In the context of a closer relationship, Sibona [112] finds that friends are unfriended for making
polarizing posts or for disliked offline behaviour, and Gashi and Knautz [44] outline the differences
in action for hiding and blocking online friends. Regarding romantic relationships, Van Ouytsel et
al. [121] discuss how removing ex-partners from social media after a breakup forms strategies for
self-regulation and demonstrates personal growth in moving on.

However, the distributed and highly visible nature of social media is not always conducive to
moving on. Pinter et al. [98] examine encounters on Facebook algorithms that show potentially
upsetting reminders of past relationships, and Blackburn et al. [10] examine how people retain and
delete various digital possessions after a breakup. While research has highlighted people’s various
coping mechanisms to deal with sadness and confusion post-breakup [80, 93], breakups nowadays
often leave static traces online as artifacts that complicate emotional resolution [54]. Pinter has
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heavily investigated aspects of social identity, digital management, and removal of memories in
the context of breakups [95-97]. This work explores how people post-breakup treat connections
as possessions and create exhibitions for themselves and act as archivists or revisionists of their
digital data [96].

Prior work in online severance actions often focuses on a reason (e.g. cyberbullying, political
disagreements) first and analysis after. However, our work takes the opposite approach. Rather
than focus on why it happens, we focus on how it feels and what it means. We view severance
as not simply a consequence, but a relational event shaped by emotions, ambiguity, power, and
control. Some instances of severance are not fully rational, especially with the complexities of
relationships and social platforms. Listening to stories that detail what happens before, during, and
after severance provides insight into how technologies might better support these experiences.

3 METHODS

We conducted semi-structured interviews with participants with digital severance experiences. The
interviews were largely narrative-driven, as participants recounted their relevant experiences. We
focused on understanding the context of their experiences, their emotions, and so forth.

3.1 Participant Recruitment

Participants were recruited through a posting on our institute’s online paid listings board, which is
globally accessible but primarily attracts a local audience. The eligibility criteria were to be age 18 or
older and to have a self-reported shareable experience of digital severance with (self-reported) close
relationships, whether on the severing end, the receiving end, or both. We recruited a sample of 30
participants (ages ranging from 18 to 36, mean of 24.2; gender distribution of 7 men, 22 women, and
1 non-binary participant), and collected self-reported data regarding their experience with digital
severance behaviours, the relationship with the other party(ies), and the platform(s) severance took
place on (see Table 1). Our sample size was deemed satisfactory regarding information richness
and depth (subjectively evaluated based on Malterud et al’s work on information power [79]); it
also exceeds the common standard in HCI [22].

3.2 Study Protocol

Before the study, participants were asked to read, review, and sign a consent form relating to the
study’s ethics approval (obtained from the institute’s ethical review board), data collection and
usage, and study rights. Considering the sensitive nature of the topic, we took care in respecting the
participants’ responses and willingness to share; the researcher took careful consideration of the
tone and sensitivities of each of the participants to tactfully guide the study. During the interview,
the main focus was to understand the context of the digital severance experience(s), touching upon
the participant’s actions, emotions, and motivations. The interviewer asked the participant to walk
them through their experiences with severance, focused on listening to the participant’s story,
probing on interesting points, and asking the participant to reflect on their perspectives. During
this time, the interviewer asked questions to attain more detail on the experience or understand
motivations, for example, “Was the act [of severance] communicated beforehand?”, “How did it feel
to be blocked or unfriended?”, “Did you hope the other person might reach out again?”. As each
person’s experience could be starkly different from the others, this portion of the interview was
less structured. However, we also prepared a list of possible questions with follow-ups, relating to
digital design (e.g. the ease of digital severance), online communication (e.g. expectations on social
media), and artifact handling. These questions were more speculative and general to severance as a
whole, such as, “How do you differentiate between blocking, unfriending, muting, ghosting someone?”,
“How do social media dynamics shape your reflections on these experiences?”. All interviews were
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6 Michael Yin, Angela Chiang, and Robert Xiao
ID Age Gender Severance Experience Relationship Platforms
P1 21 M Severing / Being Severed Friend Instagram
P2 25 M Severing Only Friend Facebook
P3 22 w Severing / Being Severed Friend Instagram, Twitter
P4 26 M Severing / Being Severed Friend Facebook, Instagram, Phone,
Snapchat
P5 21 w Severing Only Romantic Partner Facebook
P6 32 M Severing / Being Severed Friend, Family, Romantic Facebook, Instagram
Partner
P7 26 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Family, Romantic Facebook, Instagram
Partner
P8 20 NB Severing / Being Severed Friend, Family, Romantic Facebook, Instagram
Partner
. . X Facebook, Instagram,
P9 27 w Severing / Being Severed Friend SRAnCRATNTIRToR
P10 23 w Severing / Being Severed Friend Facebook, Instagram
P11 18 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, F;;r:;lx}lr,efomannc Instagram, Snapchat, WeChat
P12 27 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Romantic Partner Facebook, Instagram, Phone,
Snapchat
. . Friend, Family, Romantic
P13 29 w Severing / Being Severed Partner Facebook, Instagram, WeChat
P14 23 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Romantic Partner Facebook, Instagram, Twitter
P15 21 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Romantic Partner Instagram
P16 36 w Severing / Being Severed Friend Facebook
P17 27 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Teammate Facebook, Instagram
P18 20 M Severing / Being Severed Friend Instagram
P19 20 W Severing / Being Severed Friend, Family Instagram
. . Friend, Family, Romantic Facebook, Instagram,
P20 33 w Severing / Being Severed Partner, Coworker WhatsApp
P21 20 M Severing Only Friend Discord, Instagram
P22 19 w Severing Only Friend Instagram
P23 24 w Severing / Being Severed Romantic Partner Instagram, KakaoTalk, LINE
P24 22 M Severing / Being Severed Romantic Partner Facebook, Instagram, Phone,
Snapchat
P25 24 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Romantic Partner Instagram
. . . . Facebook, Instagram,
P26 24 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Romantic Partner LinkedIn, Strava
Facebook, Instagram,
P27 27 W Severing Only Romantic Partner LinkedIn, Snapchat,
WhatsApp
P28 26 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Romantic Partner LinkedIn, Phone, WhatsApp
P29 20 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Acquaintance Instagram
P30 24 w Severing / Being Severed Friend, Family, Romantic Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok

Partner

Table 1. Summary of interview participants

performed online over Zoom, and interviews lasted between 39 — 96 minutes (average: ~63 minutes);

participants were reimbursed at $16 per hour.

3.3 Methodological Limitations

Here, we note some important methodological limitations regarding the data. In terms of participant
sample, we note that the demographics of our study lean towards younger women, a possible
limitation due to recruitment methods. Gender and age have been studied as salient factors that
affect the experience, emotions, and expectations for close relationships [31, 42, 78] (and thus,
potentially severance of such relationships). Furthermore, as recruitment was primarily local
to a major urban city in North America, the provided perspectives and social media platforms
centred around regional attitudes and popularity. Overall, this highlights potential future work in
considering the effects of severance on a broader demographic.
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There also existed limitations regarding our study protocol. Firstly, sometimes our questions
involved participant speculation on hypotheticals, representing their imaginative thoughts rather
than actual reality. Although we still found this important, we note speculation may differ from
actual events. In our findings, we try to demarcate between what was actually felt and done versus
what was hypothesized. Secondly, the study largely relied on the memory of past events. Some
participants indicated that their memory of specific details could be hazy. However, all participants
spoke quite confidently about their feelings, even if they could not remember their exact actions.
Lastly, with the nature of the interview revolving around relationships and hurt caused, findings
could be influenced by potential social desirability bias [48], where participants may prefer to give
responses to correspond positive self-presentation.

Regarding the collected data, the study biases towards blocking experiences as blocking was the
most common digital severance action amongst participants. Our findings also focus primarily on
the dual perspectives of both initiator and recipient. Such findings only loosely touch upon the
broader social ecosystem (e.g. mutual friends) from these perspectives. Although this larger social
network was not always present in each narrative, a broader effect of severance in online social
ecosystems is explorable in the future by incorporating the perspectives of mutual friends or other
third parties indirectly affected by a fractured relationship.

3.4 Researcher Positionalities and Data Analysis

To critically examine the data, the two primary authors performed a collaborative reflexive thematic
analysis [18]. Thematic analysis allowed us to systematically identify the patterns in meaning,
both inductively through the data itself and deductively through prior background research. The
aspect of reflexivity was key as we aimed for an active role in data interpretation and theme
generation [18]. Both researchers acknowledged their positionalities as active daily users of social
media, as well as their cultural lens shaped by their upbringing in urban North America, where
digital communication is nearly ubiquitous. Both researchers experienced digital severance with
friends and partners, which grounded our interest in this research within personal experiences. We
valued these perspectives as a guiding direction for analysis while remaining aware of biases and
assumptions. Our collaborative approach allowed each of the researchers to reflect on individual
positionalities and each other’s biases, allowing for the proposal of alternative interpretations of
data. Altogether, our analysis was informed broadly by the ontology of critical realism — that truth
is mediated by human experience, language, and culture — and the epistemology of contextualism
— that knowledge production is contextually situated and subject to human perspective [18].

We familiarized ourselves with the data by listening to the audio transcripts and keeping a
journal of unstructured familiarization notes. Throughout this process, we met regularly to discuss
thoughts, biases, and how aspects of the data might relate to personal experiences, then engaged in
an initial data coding process. Our coding approach was informed by both inductive (data-driven)
and deductive orientations (theory-driven); we developed more semantic codes and more latent
ones. The coding process was non-linear — we constantly iterated and re-examined prior codes
and data; the codes constantly evolved, shifted, and combined through the process. Finally, we
cross-examined the codes against the data, subjectively evaluating whether they captured the
diversity of meaning and satisfied a critical level of analysis. We then explored the connections
between our codes to develop patterns of meaning (themes). To do so, we used visual thematic
mapping techniques to generate broader categorical entities and relationships (see supplemental
material). During this process, we also identified that our mapping appeared similar to a narrative
structure; we took inspiration from narrative analysis studies [103], and mapped our codes into a
chronology of the severance experience. We collaboratively reflected upon our mapping to develop
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8 Michael Yin, Angela Chiang, and Robert Xiao

important themes that we felt were well-bounded, well-evidenced, and significant [18]; the themes
paint an overarching narrative about digital severance, which we present in the following section.

4 EXAMINING PLATFORM DESIGN

Following our interviews, we examined platform design to triangulate participant responses with
observed experiences of digital severance actions. This acted as a reflective step and an audit of
present trends. We observed severance actions across social media platforms identified by the
participants (focusing on platforms that were mentioned more than once to highlight the most
salient trends). We considered facets of design — affordances, feedback, and ease of use — across the
entire experience of severance. This translated into general categories in an observational codebook,
e.g., profile visibility and chat mediation. As some caveats, our observations explore immediate
dyadic experiences; further work could consider dynamics within larger groups (e.g. group chats)
or longitudinal effects (e.g. effects on the ‘algorithm’). After data collection, we identified design
commonalities and the dimensions of severance and briefly highlight the main findings here.
Platforms vary in settings and connection statuses, which complicates alignment of examined
features. A simplified, shortened version is shown in Table 2, while a full observation table of
features that we could immediately see during and after severance is in the supplemental material
(with more detailed notes).

Initiator Action Recipient Affordances
Platform Severance # Clicks? Additional Indication of Severance :{‘L l:::::; View Entire
Action Confirmation?  Consequence? | Notification? Messages? Profile?
Instagram Block 3 Yes Yes No No No
Instagram Unfollow 3 Yes No No Yes Yes
Facebook! Block 3 Yes Yes No No No
Facebook Unfriend 3 Yes No No Yes Setting-Dependent
Twitter (X) Block 3 Yes Yes No No Setting-Dependent
Twitter (X) Unfollow 2 Yes Yes No Yes Setting-Dependent
Snapchat Block 4 Yes No No No No
Snapchat Remove 4 Yes No No Yes Setting-Dependent
TikTok Block 3 Yes Yes No No No
TikTok Unfollow 2 No No No Yes Yes
WeChat Block 3 Yes Yes No No No
WeChat Delete 3 Yes Yes No Yes No
WhatsApp Block 2 Yes Yes No No No

Table 2. Grouped comparison of severance affordances across platforms.

e Ease and Transparency for the Initiator — The act of initiating severance options was
straightforward on all platforms, often requiring two to four total clicks starting from the
recipient’s profile. The more severe and less easily reversed actions, like blocking, often also
had a secondary confirmation step. In severe cases, certain platforms also informed users
about the consequences of the severance action, such as the recipient not being notified or
that they will be unable to message the initiator.

e Feedback of Severance for the Recipient — For all platforms and severance actions,
recipients were not directly notified of the action. Thus, recipients could only infer the
severance action by attempting to view the initiator’s profile or send a message. Even then, the
feedback was sometimes ambiguous, as profiles and messaging options sometimes remained
visible despite the severance action in less severe cases, complicating understanding.

There referring to the platform, not Messenger
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e Affordances during Severance — We observed that severance actions primarily differ-
entiated in severity with three primary elements: relationship status, chat mediation, and
profile visibility, tying back to Wisniewski’s relational and interaction boundaries [60]. The
most restrictive, severe options (blocking on all platforms) typically impacted these three
elements by removing relationship indicators, preventing messages from being received, and
hiding their profile. Less restrictive actions, e.g. unfriending on Facebook or unfollowing on
Instagram, altered the relationship status and could revert to default privacy settings (i.e. it
was setting-dependent if the initiator’s profile could be viewed), but often still maintained an
avenue for continued messages.

e Reversal by the Initiator — Reversing severance actions that removed relationship in-
dicators generally required re-establishment of the relationship status through a mutual,
bi-directional confirmation. However, certain platforms still allowed unilateral severance
reversal, such as in the case of WeChat blocking. Some platforms also implemented time
delays for reversibility and re-severance; for example, Facebook transparently enforces a
48-hour delay before an unblocked contact can be re-blocked. Sometimes this delay was not
transparent, for example, we observed that after removing the connection on LinkedIn, we
could not immediately send a re-connection request, as it brought up an unspecified error;
we only found through looking through the network response that the request gave a 400
error response of "CANT_RESEND_YET".

Although this exercise explored specific platform design, we generally took an abstract view of
social media platforms in our findings. We note how each platform has subtly different affordances
regarding boundary management, visibility toggles, granularity of relationships, and so forth. While
our findings focused on relational meaning-making and feelings as a whole across all platforms,
we recognize that future work could focus more on understanding and designing for severance
based on specific platform affordances.

5 FINDINGS

Our findings touch upon both experiential aspects and interpretative perspectives of the data,
interleaving narratives of both severance initiator and recipient. While their experiences may differ,
we find that both sides share negative experiences in congruous ways, and both perspectives are
crucial to understanding the intertwined meaning.

Our findings address RQ1 by exploring the experiences before, during, and after the severance
action — highlighting the changes in a relationship during the experience. We address RQ2 by
interpreting how severance relates to motifs of control and power in a relationship. Figure 1 provides
a guiding roadmap, highlighting key high-level points we expand upon in our findings.

We focus our findings on experiences of digital severance for an active, close relationship,
contrasting against severance that occurs when people have already drifted or when one simply
wants to clean up their connections.

5.1 Before Severance

We begin by highlighting the status of relationships right before severance — understanding each
side’s perceptions of the relationship and the brewing tensions.

5.1.1 Relational Mismatches Drive Simmering Discomfort. When participants discussed the prob-
lems prior to severance, we identified a common pattern of relational mismatches — in communica-
tion and values — that led to feelings of discomfort.

Mismatches in communication often stemmed from differing interpretations of how open com-
munication should be. Sometimes, issues arose from clear digital violations of stated boundaries —
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Before Severance (Section 5.7) During Severance (Section 5.2) After Severance (Section 5.3)
- A relationship approaching conflict is - One party initiates a severance - After severance, both initiator and
driven by mismatches in values and action, driven by severity of relational recipient may still hold unresolved
communication (5.1.7) rupture and comfort (5.2.7) wants from the other person and for
- This leads one or both parties to ponder - From one perspective, this can be themselves. (5.3.1)
on the relationship value viewed as taking control to protect - They search internally and
- They weigh factors such as their comfort oneself and regain agency (5.2.2) externally to make meaning from
with conflict resolution, their desire to not / - From another, this can be viewed as their experience and find closure —
hurt others, and their personal value of exerting power, potentially deliberately and resolution (5.3.2)
maintaining the relationship (5.1.2) evoking hurt (5.2.3)

Fig. 1. Summary of findings before, during, and after severance action, following the narrative shape men-
tioned in Section 3.4.

‘T had told them I didn’t want to communicate with them again” (P12, with an ex-partner). However,
these boundaries were often unclear, causing miscommunications. P23 recalls unmet communica-
tive differences in their past situationship, “the problem with him is that he doesn’t communicate and
it has frustrated me”. These communication problems escalated when left unchecked; P4 mentions
that, with a friend, ‘T think we were gonna be bound for [severance]... I was already walking on
eggshells around her”.

Mismatches in personality and values were another form of dichotomy in relationship dynamics
that could lead to severance. Participants mentioned a shift in values could be a natural consequence
of growing up and maturing, e.g. ‘T told him T don’t like the pessimism that you bring and I hope
you understand it, but I don’t really want to talk to you very much anymore™ (P22, with a previous
friend), leading to uncomfortable feelings in previously close relationships.

Mismatches in communication and values leading to discomfort can stem from violated expecta-
tions [51], leading to an unstable relationship where one side ponders the value of maintaining
it. While the relational decay could happen both online and offline, almost all participants noted
how the online setting could exacerbate this perceived violation due to the permanent visibility
and accessibility that is expected online — “if you don’t perhaps receive a response instantly, you
might feel like they’re purposefully ignoring you” (P7), and the lack of expression cues — “takes a
lot away from social cues and reading people’s faces” (P19). Overall, existing relational mismatches
often preceded needs to sever digital ties.

5.1.2  Accumulated Tensions Drive Potential Action. Initial discomfort drove internal consideration
of the value of a relationship. Three interconnected key tensions weighed on initiators and affected
recipients in terms of actions taken to address this discomfort. We outline how these tensions
inform when severance was chosen.

Conflict Avoidance Versus Confronting Issues. The first key tension was between the initiator’s
avoidance of discomfort in a relationship versus the initiator’s comfort with confronting it. Initiators
chose digital severance when they wanted to avoid conflict, and participants on both sides viewed
it as a missed chance to communicate and collaboratively work through relational mismatches.
Digital severance allowed one to remove someone else without communication or aggression. In
some cases, this was appreciated — P5 speculated that “It’s good that you can’t see if someone blocks
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you... It would start to feel like active aggression”, as it can be uncomfortable to tell someone you no
longer want to have a relationship with them.

However, severance to avoid conflict was often a frustrating experience for recipients, who
considered it detrimental to a continued relationship and failed to address the root of the problem.
Participants described severance as impeding the resolution of problems in a repairable relationship.
P17 felt that “choosing not to engage with that person anymore can be detrimental if it is a close or
actively engaged relationship, where a simple conversation or phone call could solve the problem” and
P7 hypothesized that “it might take away from people developing boundary-setting skills as well
as... navigating interpersonal conflict”. The latter participant insinuated that the ease of severance
on digital platforms could point towards an increasing social trend of poor conflict resolution.
Various severance initiators also admitted that they chose severance to avoid the problem at that
time. P22 states that they “didn’t know how to use my words back then” and harboured regrets
over how they removed themselves from their friend’s life through severance instead of working
towards a resolution. Overall, digital severance was viewed as an easy escape from a now unwanted
relationship, without dealing with the complexities of the underlying issues. Although the positives
and negatives can be contextual, most participants felt frustrated, even regretful, about unanswered
questions and unresolved conflicts with their close relationships.

Personal Desire Versus Relationship Expectations. The second key tension was between the initia-
tor’s individual wants versus expectations in the relationship. Participants understood that social
exclusion is hurtful. Thus, there existed a struggle between a person’s desire to sever a relationship
versus their desire not to hurt the person they were close to. This was best illustrated by P15, who
mentioned that they would avoid severance because “I’m just more afraid in that situation and
I don’t know how to communicate... you don’t want to like fucking destroy someone’s self-esteem”,
later adding that “T would probably have a feeling of like T'm a bad person™. Severance initiators
empathized with the recipient because sometimes I feel really guilty... I know that if I were on the
receiving end... I'd be really upset” (P14). People who severed ties out of necessity wrestled with
their feelings about moral propriety — “Was [it] the right choice or not?” (P24, with their romantic
partner), “Did I make the right [or] the wrong choice?” (P30, speaking generally about their severance
experiences), needing to justify their actions to themselves or get reassurance from others.

To alleviate potential negative feelings for the recipient, some initiators attempted to commu-
nicate the end of the relationship before severance out of fairness and respect. Before severance,
P21 mentioned giving notice to “two of my very close friends back in high school, right? So ignoring
them wouldn’t be fair”; P30 mentions that hypothetically “if I really value that person... [ would ask
for that space and for that respect to be there”. The tension between the initiator’s desire to end the
relationship, while recognizing the hurt it causes, makes last instances of communication especially
difficult and painful.

Holding On Versus Letting Go. The final key tension was between the initiator’s desire to maintain
the relationship versus wanting to let go. This tension was particularly apparent in instances of
breakup, which usually encoded the deepest loss. After a breakup, P5 felt “really lonely”, recalling
‘I miss having someone who was really supportive all the time. So I text him and then I got annoyed
by myself”, and asking themselves “he doesn’t provide emotional support that well, and so why am
I still doing this?” before blocking them online. P26 and P27 initiated digital severance of their
relationships, but paradoxically also hoped for contact. P26 stated that T was kind of hoping he was
going to reach out to me, honestly”; P27 stated that “having these multiple ways to reach gave me
hope that maybe he would find some other way to reach me if he really cared”.

The dichotomy between holding on and letting go represented an idealized optimism versus the
grounded pessimism of the situation. From the idealized perspective of wanting to stay attached:
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P24 reminisced about their ex — “you stay attached to the idea of this person... You create this idealized
image of a person in your eyes, and it’s really easy to sort of fall victim”. This idealization of the
other party and the relationship calls back to Walther’s hyperpersonal model, which theorizes that
people inflate their perceptions of the other party in online communications [130]. On the other
hand, P26 highlighted how severance served as a form of letting go after a breakup. Even after the
breakup, they found themselves still orbiting — “T was checking to see if I could see an update if he
was doing something... this was not a good mental space for me.” (P26); angering and leading P26 to
finality in blocking to finally let go.

5.2 During Severance

As participants wrestled with various tensions, we highlight how these tensions led to specific
severance actions. We also highlight how the moment of severance is related to motifs of control
and power. We interpret power and control as two sides of the same coin. Control pertains
to regaining digital autonomy and was largely explored from the initiator’s perspective; power
generally pertains to the reciprocal loss of digital autonomy and was largely explored from the
recipient’s perspective. Whereas control often relates to one’s actions and space, power involves
the influence that one has over the other person in the relationship.

5.2.1 Severity and Visibility Drive Selection of Severance Actions. Various ways exist to end a
relationship online, which we found largely depended on 1) the scale of severity of relational
violation and 2) the initiator’s comfort with the action. The consequences of each action differ in
terms of communication and visibility. Starting with strategies without severance, P22 mentioned
how in such a situation, they might space out their communication and hint at their intention
through tone — “be really dry with your replies”. When participants more explicitly began disliking
the other, it escalated to ghosting — “You don’t like each other. That’s why you ghost each other” (P1,
speaking generally on when they would choose specific actions). If the source of ghosting also
wanted to affect visibility through notifications, then they might resort to muting as well.

Visible severance actions (blocking, unfriending, and other active actions) were universally
agreed to be more severe because they represent a definitive end in the digital relationship, as
“it’s very serious for someone to block and unfriend because both parties can see it right away” (P1).
Among severance actions, blocking was the most severe because it applies both interaction and
relational boundaries (relating back to Section 4 and [60]). Digital severance is a deliberate action
— severe and retributive — that conveys clear finality and encodes a specific digital status. Although
undoing severance is possible, our observations of platform design highlight that platforms do not
tend to make this possible unilaterally. Requiring the other person’s participation to reconnect can
create hesitation, as P5 notes that it may potentially show “you’re going through an emotional roller
coaster or you lack self-control”.

Typically, severance was applied on the main communication platform, even if people were
connected on others. Often enough to make the message clear, sometimes people still wanted an
open line of communication due to the previous closeness, as “if he wants to reach out to me at some
point, I still want him to be able to do that” (P23, for their previous romantic partner). P1 stated
that the only hypothetical exception would be to “emphasize dislike”. Participants remarked on
how simple removing someone’s presence online was compared to in-person, as digital severance
immediately takes effect, creating a clear loss of connection status and online interaction privileges.

5.2.2  Severance Represents Control for Yourself. Severance can provide participants with a sense
of control. By limiting their own interaction and relational access, they curate what they see online.
P15 expressed relief that they no longer saw their friend’s posts about how “she’s not doing well, she
wants people to hang with her”, P30 removed their friend online because ‘T don’t wanna see this stuff
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anymore” as seeing their previous friend’s happiness evoked difficult emotions. By removing an
unwanted relationship from their algorithmically generated social media feeds, participants were
generally able to quell their negative feelings regarding the relationship, “just like, ’Can I forget
about the whole thing and forget the whole problem?” (P2, after blocking their previous friend); P13
drew a metaphor of blocking actions as “clearing something out of my life”.

Severance also removes an account’s presence on common social media platforms (e.g. Instagram
or Facebook) and allows a user to regain control of the privacy of their digital space. Severance
allowed participants to curate what others could see of them online, as it often removed unwanted
others from encroaching on private digital space. P7 expressed their general use of severance as a
tool to set “a literal boundary they cannot cross social media-wise... the power of blocking as a form of
empowerment and protecting my peace”. Extending on this point, not everyone was comfortable
with letting specific friends into their digital space. P13’s previous boss, with whom they had been
friendly, followed them on Instagram, and P13 “felt like this had crossed the boundaries” and blocked
their boss due to wanting privacy.

Like all social boundaries, severance could be difficult to control and maintain. P7 spoke of a
general ‘emotional barrier” around maintaining severance. With the accessibility of severance
actions making them easy to undo, this barrier was ambiguous for P27, who blocked and unblocked
their situationship multiple times, being unsure about how they wanted to control their romantic
relationship — “it does take a little bit of mental strength to keep that lock there”.

Maintaining control of oneself in a relationship (of their space and their feelings) was largely
attributed to the needs of protecting oneself and of regaining agency. Regarding protecting
oneself, severance was typically related to regulations of one’s feelings. For example, P30 with an
ex — ‘I need to unfriend you and block you and I need space from you for a while until I'm ready to do
so”. Regarding regaining agency, severance was an easy way to reclaim control in any situation
where they felt unstable and helpless. For instance, P7 drew from their psychology background,
speculating that severance, especially blocking, represents a form of empowerment as “you can
take control of the situation in your hands”, thinking back to a past argument with a friend, and P26
mentioned that they unfriended and unfollowed on all socials as they “needed to be in control of
something at that time... And I was just like, I need him out” after a confusing breakup.

Often for the initiator, increased control by one side was conversely mirrored by decreased
control for the recipient. After being severed online, recipients generally felt like they were at
the mercy of the other side, and their control over the relationship was lost, as P23 stated that ‘T
cannot control his feelings” with a romantic partner. For recipients, what they could control was the
outcome and their actions. For instance, despite this disempowering feeling of being blocked by
their ex, P15 accepted that “they blocked you for a reason. Doesn’t matter if you know that reason or
not, [you] still have to respect it”, highlighting their way of moving on.

5.2.3 Severance Represents Power Over the Other. While the motif of control examined one’s
relationship with themselves and their feelings, the motif of power examines one’s relationship
with the other. Using severance as a deliberate tool to cause hurt or evoke negative feelings
in others consolidates power in communication. Deliberate misuse of digital severance could lead
to ill-treatment teetering on emotional abuse, largely acting as a retributive action. P27 felt that their
ex-situationship often disrespected them; P27, in turn, used severance as a method of retaliation to
hurt them — “At first, [blocking] was probably to punish him... I just wanted him to message and find
out that I blocked him, and I just wanted him to feel some kind of sadness”. Although most participants
were unaware of the potential harm done by severance or were aware but empathetic, P27’s actions
were deliberate in creating harm, tied to maintaining power in the relationship. For P25 — T kicked
her off my TikTok because if I posted a TikTok and then she saw it and then she unfollowed me or she

, Vol. 1, No. 1, Article . Publication date: December 2018.



14 Michael Yin, Angela Chiang, and Robert Xiao

blocked me after — I could beat her to that... I could have had the first win by doing it first”, implying
that being the first to sever the tie was a form of “winning” because they could hurt their previous
best friend first, further solidifying severance as a retributive action.

From a recipient’s perspective, P28 mentioned how severance can be emotionally abusive when
they lost their ability to contact their previously close housemate when they were in an accident,
lamenting that “people don’t understand that we are not a number on their phone. We are not a profile
on their social media, we are real people and it is emotional abuse”. The housemate who cared about
P28 blocked P28 — “That lady I lived with, she would block me and unblock me only if she [had] to
send me something. And then, she would block me again”. Such actions allowed communication only
on the severance initiator’s terms, creating an imbalance of power within the relationship. P28
speculated that this pattern of abuse began after the housemate had felt slighted by something P28
had said, reiterating severance as a tool for revenge.

This motivation for severance is retributive and implies that addressing perceived hurt is recip-
rocating hurt. P25 speculated on how “for some people if they’re in a really bad situation where it’s
manipulative... and they’re experiencing bad emotional turmoil, that can really be used to manipulate
someone’s feelings”. Resolution through healthy communication can be limited as “their partner
will have to resort to medieval [note: in-person] ways of reaching out”, as further speculated by P25.
Furthermore, not all relationships have these “medieval ways” of contact, especially long-distance
relationships. Some participants hypothesized that closing avenues of communication potentially
leads to drastic measures to track the other side down, exacerbating the damage to the relationship.
While these extreme cases were rare, they highlight how digital severance can potentially create a
power imbalance in a relationship.

5.3 After Severance

Finally, we consider the aftermath of severance. Our previous sections have highlighted the primarily
negative emotions that can arise from severance; here, we explore the tensions, processing, and
actions that happen after.

5.3.1 Feelings of Ambiguous Loss Drive Wants. Negative emotions for both initiator and recipient
often resulted in them wanting to alleviate these emotions. We highlight three categories of wants
that people had — wants from the other party (wants from them), wants from external parties (wants
from others), and wants from yourself (wants from self).

Wants from them manifest as an unmet resolution upon breaking up. For example, P26 and
P27 both wanted an apology after a breakup, yet ‘T just had to come to terms with the fact that I
wasn’t going to get what I wanted” (P26) and “because I never got that, I feel there’s no closure” (P27).
Severance recipients were sometimes curious why they were severed without a given explanation
or opportunity to respond. This could create a depressive loop — P4 hypothesized that had they
not gotten closure in a final conversation with their friend, they might have “spiralfed] out and just
start[ed] second-guessing”. One way of seeking closure was to accept the severance and do the same
back — “[unfollowing her back] prevented me from sitting and creeping people’s profiles” (P17, with a
previous friend). Both initiators and recipients generally understood that their ‘wants from them’
would likely remain unrealized, given the severity and visibility of severance.

Wants from self manifest as the desire to feel better in one’s personal decisions and actions (tying
back to 5.1.2). Both initiators and recipients justified their actions internally to comfort themselves,
even if it meant exaggerating details. Dealing with the feelings after unfriending a close friend,
P22 “help[ed] myself by saying ‘she’s doing well without me’, so it was like that we were bound to drift
either way”; after blocking a situationship, P27 tried “to convince myself that I don’t know what he’s
really thinking... if I keep that in mind, it makes me feel better”. Beyond reflection on the experience,
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the other extreme of alleviating negative emotions was through repression, as “by forgetting it, [
think it’s the best way for me to be mentally sane” (P1, after mutual severance with a friend). ‘Wants
from self” therefore represented the desire to personally feel better, while knowing that severance
can hurt the other party.

Difficulty in obtaining these wants resulted in sadness, grief, and disempowerment, making
resolution and closure difficult to achieve. The last category of wants from others helped alleviate
these feelings. By talking to others — such as friends, family, or counsellors — people were reassured
and validated. For instance, P7 talked to other friends who “understood my point of view” after
a messy disintegration of a friend group through severance by multiple parties. Speaking with
others helped support feelings of resolution by aiding with reflection, resulting in lessons learnt
for personal growth. For instance, P13 “went to therapy” and said ‘T read books about relationships. I
tried to figure out things that had happened within our relationship” after she had been severed by a
previous partner. P25 had discussions with mutual friends that changed “how I see the situation”;
allowing them to learn how their actions was hurtful to their friend leading to mutual unfollowing.
Others serve as proxies to fill the void left by unachievable relationship wants and challenging
personal desires.

5.3.2  Time, Processing, and Social Support Drive Change. The actions taken to move on and achieve
closure, for both initiators and recipients, were largely external to the digital setting and rela-
tionship. Participants discussed actions such as connecting with others, busying themselves with
work/school/hobbies, or attending counselling. These actions allowed people to regain meaning by
reconnecting with other important parts of their lives. Unhealthy coping mechanisms gave way to
reflection and self-growth, as P6 mentions — “I’'m trying to work on myself right now and try to find
peace and then it’s letting go of things” after their previous experiences with severing relationships.
Over time, the initial visceral emotions can start to fade — time was the greatest healer as people
adapted to life without the other party.

Both initiators and recipients were able to eventually treat their painful experiences as learning
ones after reflection, gaining “a lot of maturity, a lot of more patience” (P8), and ‘the space and
time to understand my own emotions and understand what I was feeling” (P14). A few participants,
such as P23, “went back to read messages and it helped me reflect on myself too”. P5 states how “it’s
important for me to remember periods of my life... where I changed as a person” even after blocking
their previous partner. As people made sense of their experience and reflected on their insights,
immediate negative emotions faded and were replaced by lessons for the future.

As one’s relationship with oneself changed, so did their feelings towards the other party. As
instinctive feelings of confusion, dislike, etc., faded out, many participants (both initiators and
recipients) hypothesized they would maintain cordiality if they were to meet again — “just be
cordial, and not friends per se, but acquaintances, strangers” (P7, with her prior friend group). While
many discussed severance actions that still persisted up to the time of the interview, some initiators
had reversed the severance activity after some time, as “enough time has passed. This is silly. I've
made peace with all of this” (P6, with almost all of their previous severed relationships), and a few
participants even expressed openness for forgiveness, if not necessarily repair — “let bygones be
bygones... if they want to talk to me, they can” (P8, after mutually blocking a previous friend), “there’s
always an opportunity for rekindling of relationships” (P12, speaking generally about relationship
reconciliation after severance).

6 DISCUSSION

We acknowledge that digital severance is inherently multifaceted and context-dependent. In many
cases, severance is justified and clear-cut, such as instances involving harassment or other harmful
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actions [58, 133]. However, compared to prior work, our findings suggest a significant gray area
where blame and fault are more ambiguous, and there exists a strong emotional fallout that
severance does not address for both parties. Social media platforms presently default to punishment
as a simple form of safety and protection, but rarely consider what happens after. Although this
may be appropriate in most cases, our findings highlight how human relationships can be complex,
fluid, and ever-changing. Perhaps fortunately, digital severance encodes a discrete digital action
that is easily understood and distinguished. As such, it is much easier to consider in the context
of design. Here, we explore the nuances of digital severance around three key tensions, forming
design guidelines to address RQ3.

6.1 Social Media Dynamics and Dyadic Online Relationships

Whereas both parties engage in and hold feelings in a relationship, both our interview findings and
observations highlight how severance is initiated and maintained by a single party. We discuss the
implications of this contrast on social media communication and online relationships, highlighting
the tension between the bi-directional nature of an online relationship and the uni-directional nature of
severance actions. Section 5.1.1 agrees with prior research on how people have expectations in their
relationships based on understanding, self-disclosure, similarity, and more [30, 51]. Relationships
are co-constructed through reciprocity of these characteristics [87]. On the other hand, violation of
expectations can generate negative attitudes [21], which can cause relationships to decay, eventually
leading to severance.

The first open question established from this tension focuses on proactively preventing rela-
tionships from entering this state of mismatched expectations and accumulated tension: 1. How
can healthy communication boundaries be established and communicated in online re-
lationships while respecting each individual’s privacy, autonomy, and desires? Whereas
relationships could degrade both offline and online, participants noted in Section 5.1.1 that the
affordances of digital interaction exacerbate mismatches in communication and result in discomfort.
This follows logically from prior CMC theory that contrasts online and in-person communication:
a lack of nonverbal cues online creates ambiguity in emotions and intentions [129], and Walther’s
hyperpersonal model of digital communication suggests that people may fill this gap with idealized
assumptions [130] leading to possible expectation violations [21]. These mismatches can lead to
the loss of interaction [145], and more severe offences can lead to severance. Severance may occur
more readily in CMC due to the deindividualization of the initiator from the other party [129].

Overall, reciprocity in communication is important for a strong relationship, and contrasting
attitudes between parties might indicate a misinterpretation of expectations rather than intentional
infringement. With increased access to the Internet, users are increasingly expected to be online
and available [118]. Yet that is not true, as simply because a person is ‘online’ may not mean that
the interactional boundary of chatting exists — but then what does being ‘online’ really mean? The
often binary status of people’s availabilities on social media does little to set expectations that could
prevent relationship issues from arising. Furthermore, the binary classification of ‘friend/follower’
versus ‘not a friend/follower’ fails to reflect the complexities of human relationships. Rather than
frame this ambiguity as a personal emotional challenge, we look at how design can reduce ambiguity.

Severance touches upon both interactional and relational boundaries set forth by Wisniewski
[60]. We propose specific design considerations for social media platforms to better represent
the complexity of these boundaries to prevent missteps. To start, providing a more diverse set of
availability options (e.g. do not disturb [57]) better communicates one’s immediate interactional
boundary [60]. Users themselves (or with computer-mediated assistance) can set more granular
availability indicators beyond binary states, such as “available”, “busy”, or “scrolling” to better
reflect their interactional boundaries and reduce mismatches in communicative expectations. A
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more diverse set of relationship status indicators (e.g. ‘close friends’ on Instagram [113]) better
represents the diverse relational boundaries that one has with all of their online connections. As
interactional boundaries and relational boundaries are more precisely represented, this can lead to
more granular interaction possibilities as well. For example, we envision that the platform itself
could inhibit (e.g. provide warnings before messages are sent) if they overstep the visible boundary.
With more specific boundaries, we hope that interactions can occur with stronger mutual consent
and more understanding of when boundaries are overstepped, possibly preventing relationships
from entering conflict that could result in severance.

The second question is an open question interrogating the severance action itself: 2. To what
extent is the monadic centralization of power in online dyadic relationships permissible?
Tying back to the problematic, retributive view of severance as loss of power for the recipient
(Section 5.2.3), digital severance can immediately result in one party losing agency in a relationship,
as visibility of the other and the means of communication are suddenly removed. We observed
several cases in which one side of a long-distance relationship suddenly lost all contact with the
other, leaving them disempowered and frustrated at being unable to respond and being uncertain
about whether they will ever reconnect. While the flip side of control for the recipient (Section 5.2.2)
suggests that severance actions should accompany limitations in interaction and communication, is it
necessarily always fair for severance recipients to lose the opportunity to even try to communicate?
There is a difference between immediately putting up a wall versus shouting at a void; the latter at
least provides the person with a voice and a chance to get their side out. When digital severance
can represent power, excessive misuse can verge on emotional abuse [9, 85]. Thus, what are more
equitable ways to distribute agency over dyadic communication?

We consider two possible ideas here — one grounded in moments during severance and one in
anticipation of it. For the former idea, we consider how power imbalance warnings could be detected
by the system and enforced through limits. This is already in place on certain platforms. For example,
a system that delays re-blocking (e.g. in Facebook’s case, enforcing a 48-hour limit) prevents people
from using it with negative intention, disallowing complete control over communication that
participants mentioned could be used as punishment. For the latter idea, we draw upon anticipatory
design principles [27, 150]. One proposal is to form a contractual pact about the shape of severance
long before severance occurs (e.g. a pact stating that each party can leave a final message or
apology before communication is cut). This would then be mediated by the platform if severance
occurs, preventing the sudden, unexpected disempowerment of recipient autonomy that Section
5.3.1 highlighted could potentially lead to spiralling and rumination drawn from an unsatisfactory
resolution without any way to explain or reason. These represent initial ideas to provide a slightly
more equitable distribution of agency at the end of a relationship.

6.2 Narrative Meaning-Making and Supporting Ambiguous Loss

Extending on the motifs of control and power, digital severance can represent changes in the
balance of autonomy and agency within a relationship. This shift in balance can cause both the
initiator and recipient of severance to experience a wide mix of emotions depending on the context,
from relief and calmness to uncertainty and grief. These feelings manifest through their unmet
desires (Section 5.3.1) and resolution-seeking actions (Section 5.3.2). For both parties, severance
can be a disempowering experience that drives feelings akin to ambiguous loss [8, 12] (the loss
of a previously close relationship potentially without achieving closure) and ostracism [131, 149]
(engaging in and being the target of social exclusion). We explore the tension between one’s feeling
of agency when connected and the disempowerment when this connection is severed.

Ambiguous loss comes without closure and complicates the process of meaning-making [8, 12, 69].
Closure was a major topic brought up by participants. In Section 5.3.1, people discussed wanting
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to reach a resolution and adjust to their new life without the past relationship. Yet, initiators
and recipients discussed their potential feelings of non-resolution after the severance experience,
balancing between holding on and letting go. Ambiguous loss created difficulty in drawing out
meaning because the lack of closure confounds the narrative conclusion and the overarching
thematic takeaways from the experience. This prevents people from reaching a satisfying conclusion
to move on [14] and creates feelings of general disempowerment [15].

While social media platforms provide simple mechanisms for relational connection and severance,
they largely ignore the complex emotions that come intertwined with relationships. Platforms have
little incentive to support closure or emotional reflection, which are invisible from engagement
metrics. Instead, these are largely left for the users to figure out. Yet given the negative emotions
of digital severance that can potentially lead to rumination and negative spirals without support
[37, 64], we ask: 3. How can we design systems that support closure or resolution after
severance, an emotionally complex and disheartening experience for both initiator and
recipient? Although we cannot force reconciliation, we recommend reflection as a way of providing
support, shifting inward exploration into outward change [4] and improving health, well-being,
and growth [20, 77, 114].

Researchers have shown how sense-making efforts can help people come to terms with painful
experiences and help them move on [119, 141]. One common method to draw out meaning was
through the development of personal narratives, as stories help with the interpretation of life
events [26, 83]. For example, journaling has often been studied as a form of systematic introspection
supports meaning-making from difficult life events [104, 120]. Through writing down their thoughts
and feelings, journalers can process, express, and release their difficult emotions [35, 126]. We
imagine that social media platforms (either on the platform itself, or guided to an external app)
can guide both initiators and recipients to opt-in writing practices after severance. By engaging
in sense-making through journaling, users can understand their feelings and experiences to help
attain a sense of closure [128]. From a digital perspective, such journals could also incorporate
context-specific prompts [151] to support users in walking through each step of the experience
and how they felt before, during, and after severance.

Prior work has also explored other technology-mediated ways to support closure and letting
go, e.g. through rituals and tangible artifacts [101, 109]. Although these prior works support
the experiences of the bereaved, we can appropriate these ideas to support people who endure
ambiguous loss as well. These systems could help support people coming to terms with their wants
(referring back to 5.3.1). For instance, directly after severance, we found that participants often
wanted to expunge and forget to get rid of the other person. Digital disposal of persistent artifacts
can facilitate closure and letting go; thus, the implementation and design of disposal processes
could be important for future study to achieve closure and resolution [49, 96, 97]. For example, a
digital tool to support symbolic discarding of relational artifacts [125], e.g. similar to Gulotta et al.’s
probes [49], may represent the fading lifespan of a relationship and support users in letting go of
their wants after severance.

After participants had started to engage in resolution and growth, some participants were emo-
tionally prepared to revisit shared memories and artifacts. Here, we can draw upon various digital
practices such as memory curation [132] to support memorialization, metaphorical interaction
[125] to support reframing, and alternate perspective-taking [84, 115] to understand both sides of
the relationship, depending on the user’s diverse reflective needs.

6.3 Building Technology for Possible Reconciliation

We return to the view of digital severance as potential punishment (Section 5.2.3). This current sec-
tion discusses both immediate and future outcomes of digital severance, focusing on the dichotomy
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between retribution and forgiveness after perceived transgressions. We explore the tension in
technological design between initial penalization of harmful actions and future opportunities to atone.

Human experiences operate on different time scales and constantly evolve in thought, emotion,
and action [94, 134]. In Section 5.3.2, participants reflected upon severance actions far in the future,
and often felt like their anger, sadness, and uncertainty had faded over time. People naturally
let go of the past [36, 127], and some participants came to respect the positive aspects of the
relationship. Given human complexity, we are prone to hurting those we are close with [61], even
when unintended [92]. Perpetration and victimization of hurt are interleaved, and people can tell
differing narratives about hurtful experiences from both sides: hurt can sometimes be purposeful,
intentional, incomprehensible, or uncontrollable [92]. Participant narratives revealed that digital
severance experiences in close relationships can both derive from and create feelings of hurt [122].

Instead of addressing these feelings, online severance encodes a near-permanent disconnection of
that relationship, with both sides uncomfortable reaching out afterwards due to the clear and visible
division. Although the researchers have personally seen reconciliation occur, it is somewhat telling
that essentially every severed relationship from the study remained fractured. While unblocking
and re-adding previously severed relationships is possible, this usually requires the reformation of a
bi-directional contract, e.g., re-friending. Not unlike severance, the meaning of these reconciliation
actions can be ambiguous and speculative — does it signal forgiveness, moving on, openness
for reconciliation? Although some participants spoke about potential reconciliation and cordial
interaction after severance reversal in Section 5.3.2, none actually discussed taking action to
communicate this. Without such communication, how can the status of acceptable communication
be known? Even before that, which party might even be inclined to reach out first?

A complete disconnection is possibly the worst ending for a previously close relationship. Prior
research has argued that relationship resolution can help facilitate empathy and resolution [124];
thus, given the potential for human change and reflection in the aftermath of hurtful actions: 4.
How can we design to allow for potential reconciliation, forgiveness, or atonement?

Social media platforms rarely have incentives to consider what happens to both parties after
severance — they are a ‘system whose design is dominated by tools of punishment’ [124], especially
given the ease of severance actions. Yet, as people can change, reflect on their hurtful actions, and
recognize their mistakes, how can technology potentially reconcile the severed relationship? There
are guidelines from prior research that should be respected, such that forgiveness is not mandatory,
is not unconditional, and may not necessarily repair trust [124]. However, an increased emphasis
on restorative justice could relieve people’s guilt and shame while improving their future outlook
[59, 123], as a few participants from our study held onto guilt far after the severance experience.
Even if forgiveness is not entirely achieved, the possibility for personal atonement could still provide
a way for people to help themselves.

We propose a number of suggestions that could support reconciliation and atonement. For
instance, apologies are often the first step in resolving a transgression in close relationships
[72, 110]. From our findings, several participants wanted an apology to help them with closure,
while other participants expressed regret over their behaviours. Apologies in the real world often
require a bi-directional interaction [72] and their outcomes are contingent on a number of factors.
Given that severance is a monadic action that can be divisive across feelings of reconciliation,
how can digital platforms support one-directional apologies while respecting the other party’s
interactional boundaries and distance [60]?

Inspired by prior ideas incorporating restorative justice [59, 63, 146], we propose unidirectional
forms of apology-writing and atonement on digital platforms. For instance, after being severed, we
propose that either party can write an apology to the other, which is never seen or notified to the
other party unless the other party takes specific steps to check for it. For example, the other party
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would have to navigate specifically to the message, note an icon of potential apology, and then
decide whether or not they want to see it — this design would maintain control of relational and
interactional boundaries [60]. Even if the apology is never read, we hope that the act of expressive
writing in the apology would support meaning-making and emotional release [105].

Furthermore, extending Al-assisted designs for emotional support and reconciliation [5, 74], we
imagine that Al could serve as a neutral interlocutor (taking the position of, e.g. a mutual friend),
that listens and supports reflection on both sides privately, and eventually can slowly come to share
reflections, apologies, or atonement with mutual consent.

7 CONCLUSION

We interviewed 30 participants who had experience with digital severance in previously close
relationships to understand how people perceive, describe, and ascribe meaning to their experiences.
Through reflexive thematic analysis, we highlighted themes revealing the multifaceted nature of
digital severance, finding that the digital nature of online interactions often clashes with the analog
nature of real-life relationships. While the simple, binary action of severance can be beneficial, it
can also perpetuate conflict avoidance, prevent reconciliation, and induce feelings of ambiguous
loss. We interleaved digital severance with motifs of control and power and emphasized how its
current digital design may fail to account for many gray areas regarding the complexities of human
relationships. Finally, we raise open questions to spark future discussion on how to design ways of
supporting both the maintenance and dissolution of relationships in online spaces.
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