
� � � � �� 	 
 � 	 � � 
 � � �

� � � � � � � 	 �� � � �� � � � �� � � � � � �� � � �� � �
�� � � 	 � � � �� � �� � � ��� � � 	 � � � �� �� �

� � � � � � 	 � 
 �� 
�� � � �

� �� � � �� � � 
 �� 
�� � � � ��� � � � ���� � � � � � � � � �� � � �� � � � �� � � � � � �� � � �� � �
 � � � � � � � �� � �� � � � � � � � � � � �! ��"�� �#� � 	 �	 
�$� � � 
 �� �%�� �� �&� �! � � 	 ��"�
� � � � 	 �' ' � � ��� � 
 ' ( � �) * * � +' ( � � ( � , �

-. � � � � 	 �' ' � � ��� � 
 ' ( � �) * * � +' ( � � ( � , �

/ �
 � � 	  �� � � � 0"�� � � � �1"�� � � � 
��1�� � � � � � � �� � � 
� �� � ! � �� 0�� �� � � �� � � �� � � � � � � �
� � � � � � �� �2 � �� � � � �� � � � �	 	 �� � �	 � � � � � � � � �1� � � �� � � �� 2 � � � �	 ��� 1
� � � � �� � �� � �� � � �" �� � � " � �
 � � � � �� � � � � � �� � �0� ��� � �� � � � ��� �� " �� � � 	 �	 

� �	 	 � � � � � �� � 
�� � �� � � 3� � � �� � � � � � 
�� ��� 2 �� 
 �� �	 � � �0� � �� � �� 	 �	 � � � �1�� �
0� �� 2 �� �� � � � �1"�� � � � �� � � �! � � 	 �� � � �	 � 0� �� � � � ��	 �� � � �	 � � � �� 	 �� � � �
� � � � � ! � � �0"�� " �� � ! �	 � � " �� � � � �� � � � �� �� � � � 0"�
 � � � � �� � �$� � � 
 ��
%�� �� �&� �! � � 	 ��" �� � ��� 	 �� 
 � � � 	 �� � � �� � � � � 4� �� 	 �! � ���� � � 	 � �� � �� � � � �! �
� � � �� � � � �� � � � 	 	 �0�� 
�� � � � � �� � � �� � � � �� �� � 	 �	 � � � �1�� � �0� �� 2 

� " �� � � 	 �	 
�� �	 	 � � � � � �� � 
�� � �� � � 3� � � �� � � � � � ��� �2 � � �� �� � ��� �� � � � ���
� ���1� � � 	 �� 1�� � � �� 
�� � 2 �� � �� � � � � 1�� � �� � � 2 � �� �� � � � �� �� ���� � � � �
� 2 � � � 	 � �� �� �
 � � 	 �� � �� � � �� � � " � �
 � � �� 1�� � � �� � � 	 �	 
�� �	 	 � � � � � �� � �� �
� � � 3� � � �� � � � � � �� �� �	 � �� � � � �� �� � � �� �
 � � �� � �� 	 � ��� �1� � � � � �2 � � � 	 ��	 � � �
� 	 �� � � �� �� 	 �� � �0� � � 	 ��� ���� � �� � � � �� 1�� � �	 �� � � 	 �	 
�� �	 	 � � � � � �� � 
�� �
� � � 3� � � �� � � � � � �

- � 2 � �� � � �� � � � ��������(,�()�5��(,

6�� � �� � � � � � � � � � 	 �' ' � � ��� � � � �� �� � � ' � � �) � � �( 7� +7' 5) 5)

http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.57709/1061280
https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14694/3535


 

COMPUTER MEDIATED COMMUNICATI ON:  

INTERACTION AND INTERACTIVITY 

by 

MARK AGLE 

Under the Direct ion of Merr i l l  Morr is 

ABSTRACT 

 

 This study examines three popular  theories of computer-mediated 

communicat ion (CMC) and how they relate to increased modes of interact ivi ty. The 

research takes place in a highly interact ive vir tual  world cal led There. A total  of 18 

par t icipants took par t  in the study. Using par t icipant-observat ion and in-depth 

interviews, the study found that  al l three perspect ives manifested themselves in 

both the reported and observed behavior. The three perspect ives examined are the 

social  informat ion processing theory (SIPT), the social  ident i ty model of de-

individuat ion effects (SIDE), and the hyperpersonal perspect ive. The study found 

that  SIPT and the hyperpersonal perspect ive did the best  job at  explaining the 

observed behavior, al though many factors of the SIDE model also helped. 

 

INDEX WORDS: Communicat ion, Computer-mediated, Interact ivi ty, Avatars, 

Vir tual  worlds, Interact ion 



 

 

COMPUTER MEDIATED COMMUNICATI ON:  

INTERACTION AND INTERACTIVITY 

 

by 

 

MARK AGLE 

 

 

A Thesis Submit ted in Par t ial  Ful fi l lment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Ar ts 

in the College of Ar ts and Sciences 

Georgia State Universi ty 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2006 

 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyr ight  by 
Mark Agle 

2006 
 
 
 



 

 
 

COMPUTER MEDIATED COMMUNICATI ON: 

INTERACTION AND INTERACTIVITY 

 

by 

 

MARK AGLE 

 

 

 

 

 

 
      Major Professor: Merr i l l  Morr is 
      Commit tee:  Ted Fr iedman 
         Jaye Atkinson 
 
 
 
Electronic Version Approved: 
 
 
Office of Graduate Studies 
College of Ar ts and Sciences 
Georgia State Universi ty 
August  2006 
 
 
 
 
 
 



iv

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS  

 
LIST OF TABLES ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ.  vi  
 
LIST OF ABBREVIATONS ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ  vi i  
 
CHAPTER 
 
 1 INTRODUCTION ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ.  1 
 
   Purpose &  Locat ion of the Study ÉÉÉÉ. ..ÉÉÉÉ  7 
 
 2 LITERATURE REVIEW ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ.  12 
 
   Interact ivi ty and Avatars ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ  12 
 
   Theories on CMC ÉÉ. ..ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉ  18 
 
   Informat ion Seeking &  Impression Management É.   26 
 
 3 METHOD ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ  32 
 
   Research Quest ions ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉ.   32 
 
   Permissions and Informed Consent ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ   33 
 
   Par t icipant  Select ion ÉÉÉÉ. ..ÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉ   34 
 
   Data Collect ion ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉ.   36 
 
   Analysis ÉÉ. .ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉ   40 
 
   Ethical  Concerns ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉ.   42 
 

4 RESULTS ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ.   44 
 

Interviews É. ..ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ.   44 
 
Group Observat ion Sessions É. .....ÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉ.   62 

 
  
 
 



v

 5 DISCUSSION &  CONCLUSION ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ   76 
 
   Answering Research Quest ions ÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉ. ....  76 
 
   Appl icat ion of Theories ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉ   82 
 
   L imitat ions ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ.   84 
 
   Suggest ions for Fur ther Study ÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉ. .  86 
 
REFERENCES ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ. .  88 
 
APPENDICES ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ   94 
 
 A CONSENT FORM ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉÉ.   94 
 
 B INTERVIEW QUESTIONS ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉÉ   95 
 
 C SIPT MODEL ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉÉ   97 
 
 D SIDE MODEL ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉÉ   99 
 
 E HYPERPERSONAL PERSPECTIVE É. .É ÉÉÉÉÉÉ   101 
 
 F GROUP DIAGRAMS ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉ. ..  103 

 



vi

LIST OF TABLES 
 
Table 3.1 ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ É ÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉ. .  38 



vi i

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
 
CMC   computer mediated communicat ion 
FtF   face-to-face 
HTML  hypertext  markup language 
IM   instant  message 
MAB   member advisory board 
MMOG  massive mult iplayer onl ine game 
MUD   mult i -user dungeon 
OLIVE  OnLine Interact ive Vir tual  Environment 
PtP or P2P  peer-to-peer 
SIDE   social  ident i ty model of de-individuat ion effects 
SIPT   social  informat ion processing theory 
SMS   short  message service 
VR   vi r tual  real i ty



1

Comput er -M edi at ed Communi cat i on : I n t er act i on  and I n t er act i v i t y  
 

I . INTRODUCTION 

 Since i ts boom in popular i ty over a decade ago, the Internet and al l  of i ts 

related technologies have become commonplace in our  everyday lives. According to 

Internet World Stats (2005), i t  is est imated that  over 200 mi l l ion people are 

connected in the United States today. Fur thermore, the global Internet user base is 

rapidly approaching one bil l ion. The importance of academic research on the 

Internet has been establ ished due to i ts widespread impact on economics, poli t ics, 

and social interact ion. 

 In addit ion to changing the way we communicate, the landscape of the 

Internet i tself is ever changing, too. The uses of the Internet have expanded 

dramat ical ly since i ts incept ion as a mi l i tary network designed to withstand a 

nuclear  at tack Ð which incidental ly is a reason for i ts decentral izat ion that  in turn 

has al lowed for i ts diversi ficat ion and fragmentat ion of social networks (Castells, 

2000). According to Castells, the open standards of the technologies dr iving the 

Internet enable widespread access and restr ict  any one ent i ty from exercising 

control over a significant  port ion of the network, resul t ing in a decentral izat ion of 

the Internet as a whole. Some of the newer uses that  have gained popular i ty since 

the commercial izat ion of the Internet include peer-to-peer (P2P) fi le shar ing 

networks, blogging1, and massive mult iplayer  onl ine games (MMOGs). 

                                                
1 Blogging: The creat ion of blogs (shor t  for  web logs) t hat  usual ly focus on a specific topic, e.g. 
pol i t ics. Blogs typical ly combine text , images, hyper l inks, and other  media. 
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 Another technology now known as social  software also developed alongside 

the Internet. Social  software, according to Al len (2004a), can be t raced back to the 

1940s when Vannevar Bush wrote of the Memex Ð a device simi lar  in funct ion to a 

modern personal computer, along with some hypertext-l ike features. I t  was not 

unt i l  the 1960s that  computer-aided collaborat ion was actual ly appl ied in the form 

of ARPANET, the precursor to the modern Internet, and some more work on 

hypertext-l ike concepts discussed in Doug Englebar tÕs (1962) Augment ing Human 

Intellect : A Conceptual  Framework. The 1970s and 1980s saw Òsocial softwareÓ 

cont inuing i ts penetrat ion into the workplace, with IBMÕs Electronic Informat ion 

Exchange System, groupware, and Computer-Supported Collaborat ive Work 

systems (Al len, 2004a). 

 At  the same t ime, i t  seemed that  groupware had become more of a marketing 

term used by Lotus and Microsoft , among others. The t ime came for a dist inct ion 

between collaborat ive systems and social  software. Chip Morningstar , a pioneer in 

collaborat ive software and vir tual  worlds, states: 

In the 1990s, I  know that  we (the Xanadu/AMIX community) hated the term 

Ôgroupware,Õ as would anyone who has any respect  for the Engl ish language. 

Also, at  the t ime, the term was general ly appl ied to things l ike Lotus Notes, 

which we felt  was in a category dist inct  from what we were doing (Al len, 

2004a, n.p). 

 This takes us to the current  era of social  software development that  began in 

the 1990s. Al though several  people have wrest led over the defini t ion, social  
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software can be classi fied as software that  supports group interact ion, t reat ing 

t r iads of people di fferent ly than pairs, where groups are considered Ôfirst -classÕ 

objects in the system (Al len, 2004a). Fur thermore, according to Coates (2002), social  

software augments human social izat ion and networking abi l i t ies. I t  is important  to 

point  out  that  social  software does not Ð and was never intended to Ð replace normal 

face to face (FtF) interact ion. 

 Keeping with this argument, Castells (2002) ment ions that  sociologist  Barry 

Wellman found the average person in an urban community has about hal f a dozen 

int imate interpersonal relat ionships, as well  as hundreds of weaker t ies. Therefore, 

the Internet and social  software merely provides another avenue for people to 

expand their  social  networks, not replace them. Vir tual  communit ies are general ly 

created around a shared interest , but  every user is a unique individual  wi th 

mult iple dimensions of interests. They al low users to create new t ies with people Ð 

albeit  most of these t ies are of the weaker var iety Ð al lowing them to expand their  

local  network of fr iends. Some argue the Internet al lows for a more egali tar ian 

community in which social  characterist ics lack the influence they would have in 

person. Castells believes the Internet and vir tual  communit ies may expand social  

bonds in a world that  seems to be going in the direct ion of individualizat ion. He 

says even weak t ies in vir tual  communit ies lend themselves to reciprocal  

support iveness on the par t  of community members, but  at  the same t ime, the r isk of 

losing fr iends onl ine is incredibly high due to the ease of closing connect ions to 

people permanent ly behind the InternetÕs shield of anonymity (p. 389). 
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 Given this informat ion, another new development that  has taken place as a 

resul t  of computer-mediated communicat ion (CMC), the Internet, and social  

software is the creat ion of vi r tual  worlds and vir tual  communit ies, in which a 

personÕs l ikeness can be created in or t ransferred to onl ine social  landscapes. 

Vir tual  communit ies are generally defined as self-defined electronic networks of 

interact ive communicat ion organized around a shared interest  or purpose (Castells, 

2000). A modern vir tual  world takes the concept of vi r tual  community and places i t  

in an intui t ive format, complete with avatars (graphical  representat ion of users), 

interact ive environments, and usual ly some means of interpersonal and/or smal l -

group communicat ion. However, not al l  vi r tual  worlds are graphical  in nature. 

Many st i l l  rely on text-only interact ion with users and objects. Another aspect  of 

vi r tual  worlds that  has become more commonplace recent ly is persistence. 

Persistent  vi r tual  worlds mimic the physical  world by remaining available to users 

at  any t ime, barr ing maintenance downt ime. This means that  a change made in the 

vir tual  world today wi ll  remain in effect  indefini tely Ð the world never reverts to a 

set  state. 

 The number of vi r tual  communit ies has taken off into the tens of thousands 

since the 1990s, and wi l l only cont inue to grow as more people become connected to 

the Internet. In her research, Sherry Turkle found that  even in vir tual  worlds in 

which users created ident i t ies and played made-up roles in mult i -user dungeon 

(MUD) games, they st i l l  created act ive feelings of community. On the other hand, 

some argue that  social  relat ionships created on computer networks are 
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dehumanizing. They bel ieve these vir tual  communit ies are merely an escape from 

real  l i fe and lead to alienat ion and lonel iness in real i ty (Castells, 2000).  

 In response to this argument, many proponents of social  software reiterate 

that  the purpose is not to replace FtF communicat ion. Etzioni  (1999) explored the 

quest ion of whether vir tual  communit ies could have the same qual i t ies as FtF 

communit ies. He found vir tual  communit ies to be lacking in two key areas: 

ident i ficat ion and accountabi l i ty. This stems from the anonymity provided by CMC 

systems, but  some of these problems can be overcome by some form of user 

authent icat ion. At  the same t ime, Etzioni  points out  that  vi r tual  communit ies have 

some dist inct  advantages over FtF communit ies: interact ive broadcast ing (sending 

and receiving messages and feedback from mult iple recipients at  a t ime) and 

memory (retr ieval  of informat ion, possibly with the aid of a search engine). Final ly, 

Etzioni  also supports the idea that  the purpose of vi r tual  communit ies is to 

augment FtF communit ies as he br ings up the idea of mixed communicat ions 

systems and states Òone would expect  that  communit ies that  combine both FtF and 

CMC systems would be able to bond better and share values more effect ively than 

communit ies that  rely upon only one or the other mode of communicat ion.Ó 

 In an examinat ion of the qual i ty of contact  provided by computer-mediated 

systems, Bargh &  McKenna (2004) discuss in their  review of l i terature that  CMC 

and FtF relat ionships share simi lar i t ies in terms of depth and qual i ty. Moreover, 

over the course of relat ionships star ted onl ine, i t  seems the natural  course is to 

move them to Òreal-l i feÓ encounters Ð 22% of respondents in a 2002 survey of 



6

randomly selected USENET2 newsgroup users reported that  they Òhad either 

marr ied, become engaged to, or were l iving with someone they ini t ial ly met on the 

Internet.Ó  

 The pr imary purpose of vi r tual  worlds can be for social  interact ion, 

simulat ion, or entertainment, but  they often overlap. Al though vir tual  worlds may 

at  fi rst  appear as leisurely video games, they are having increased uses in 

businesses, academics, government, and defense. Forterra SystemsÕ OLIVE (Onl ine 

Interact ive Vir tual  Environment) is an example of how the United States Army is 

using vir tual  worlds for t raining soldiers in i ts Asymmetr ic Warfare Vir tual  

Training Technology program (Forterra Systems, 2005). The mult iple uses of vi r tual  

world technology underscores the signi ficance of understanding the process of 

communicat ion in vir tual  communit ies and vir tual  worlds as more people sign on to 

these services every day. 

 Examples of vi r tual worlds designed for social izat ion include Makena 

TechnologiesÕ There and Linden ResearchÕs Second Li fe Ð persistent  worlds created 

for people to meet and communicate with each other whi le at  the same t ime 

providing a unique and fun opportuni ty to interact  wi th a vir tual  environment. 

Other vir tual  worlds such as Sony Onl ine EntertainmentÕs Everquest and Bl izzardÕs 

World of Warcraft also feature chat funct ions to faci l i tate cooperat ion between 

players, but  i t  is clear  that  the pr imary focus of these worlds is more along the l ines 

of accompl ishing specific object ives (e.g., slaying dragons) rather than pure 

social izat ion. 
                                                
2 One of t he I nternetÕs oldest distr ibuted I nternet  discussion systems. 
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 The concepts and motivat ion behind creat ing vir tual  worlds is nothing new. 

Neal StephensonÕs (1992) bestsell ing science-fict ion novel Snow Crash envisions the 

ÒMetaverse,Ó thought to be somewhat of a successor to the current  Internet, which 

people connect  to either through publ ic or pr ivate terminals. The word i tself has 

become more of a general  term recent ly, meaning a universe within a universe, or in 

other words, a vir tual  universe. The book makes a clear  dist inct ion, however, that  

those accessing the Metaverse through public terminals do not have the abil i ty to 

customize their  avatarÕs appearance, unlike those who connect  through pr ivate 

terminals. As a resul t , status is a resul t  of access and technical  expert ise, which 

could be read as a reflect ion of the presentat ion of the avatar . There and many other 

vir tual  worlds now mimic this approach, as avatar  appearances can be customized, 

access to exclusive clubs and areas can be regulated, and much l ike in StephensonÕs 

novel, vi r tual  real  estate can be purchased and developed.  

Purpose &  Location of the Study 

 The ul t imate goal of the current  study is to use par t icipant-observat ion in 

order to get a di fferent  perspect ive on CMC. Most previous research about 

impression management, informat ion seeking, de-individuat ion effects, and 

interpersonal communicat ion on the Internet has taken place inside laboratory 

sett ings. Whi le these studies provide us with valuable data, i t  is also important  to 

obtain Òreal-worldÓ data for the growing pool of CMC research on vir tual  worlds.  

 In order to conduct  the study, the researcher  wi l l  play the role of par t icipant-

as-observer in a vir tual  world cal led There. Makena Technologies, operators of 
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There, descr ibe the service as Òan onl ine getaway where you can hang out  with your  

fr iends and meet new ones.Ó This world provides a unique opportuni ty for 

conduct ing par t icipant-observat ion for understanding human interact ion in vir tual  

spaces. In order to access the world, users first  register an account/avatar  name and 

download and instal l  the cl ient  software from the companyÕs website located at  

ht tp://www.there.com. 

 There are a few reasons for choosing this par t icular  vi r tual  world. The fi rst  is 

because i t  is not designed for any one type of user in par t icular . This research cal ls 

for a Ògeneral  interestÓ type of world (compared to a world where people come 

together based on common interests such as science fict ion, academics, professional 

backgrounds, etc.) The reason for choosing a Ògeneral  interestÓ world is because i t  

would natural ly provide a better reflect ion of real  communit ies. Just  as real 

communit ies br ing out  mult iple dimensions of a personÕs character, so does There. 

According to Makena Technologies, ThereÕs demographics are largely balanced 

across gender and age. The service also has a large and diverse enough user base to 

conduct  this study. At  the end of May 2006, There had a total  of 398,263 registrants, 

59% male and 41% female. In recent months, the company has seen a greater 

amount of new users in the 13-to-26 age bracket (83% of new members) and a near-

even spl i t  in gender (personal communicat ion, June 2006). The benefi t  this offers to 

the research is that  the par t icipants would likely be more diverse and possibly more 

var ied in their  at t i tudes toward CMC. 
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 There also meets another cr i terion of the research, which is that  i t  is 

especial ly useful  for interpersonal and small  group communicat ion. For 

interpersonal communicat ion, two avatars can easi ly join in a conversat ion ei ther 

ÒtogetherÓ (both avatars standing next  to each other) or through instant  messages 

(IM). Smal l  groups of up to eight  avatars can be formed just  as easi ly in the 

ÒtogetherÓ set t ing or through IMs. Past  research has shown that  group size in CMC 

can be extremely important . After anthropologist  Robin Dunbar (1993) published 

his paper on the cognit ive l imits on the number of individuals can maintain 

relat ionships at  any given t ime, the research was later adapted to CMC networks. 

Dunbar theorized a number of around 150 as the est imated mean size of large 

groups. Applying this to smal l  group sizes, Al len (2004b) ci tes anecdotal  sat isfact ion 

rat ings for smal l  group sizes based on the Dunbar number and finds that  the 

highest  sat isfact ion was found in groups sized between five and eight , peaking at  

seven Ð the maximum standing group size in There.  

 There ut i l izes some of the most advanced communicat ions methods avai lable 

in any social  software to date. Non-verbal  communicat ion through gestures, eye 

gaze, real-t ime voice chat, as wel l  as an interact ive environment provides a more 

t rue-to-l i fe sett ing in which to do this k ind of study. Al though the goal of There is 

not to imitate real  l i fe (e.g., not al l  of the physics in the world are modeled after the 

physical  world, and some in-world objects could not exist  in reali ty), i t  is modeled 

after the physical world more than a lot of other vir tual  worlds which str ive for 

science-fict ion or fantasy sett ings. This means there are no space al iens or hobbits, 
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unless someone tr ied to dress up as one, al though the avatar  wil l  retain a human 

form-factor. More important ly, the appearance of avatars in There sets i t  apar t  from 

simi lar  worlds such as Second Li fe, where users can appear to be vir tual ly any 

object  they desire. 

 Final ly, There has a devoted community. Many of the users who original ly 

beta-tested the world in 2002-2003 are st i l l  act ive par t icipants. Al though the world 

went Òl iveÓ toward the end of 2003, many users felt  the launch was premature, wi th 

several  bugs st i l l  left  to work out . Some t ime in May of 2004, a day known by the 

There community as ÒBlack Fr idayÓ occurred. The company announced that  i t  was 

cut t ing a large percentage of i ts staff and that  act ive development of the world 

would come to almost a complete stop. Members were in shock after the 

announcement Ð some were upset, others were offended. However, a large port ion of 

the community stuck together and is st i l l  act ive today. Rather than There producing 

in-world content , more development opportuni t ies were t ransferred to members. 

Now any member with ski l ls in either Photoshop and/or three-dimensional 

rendering software can create objects (clothing, vehicles, furni ture, etc.) to use in 

the world after the object  is approved as meeting technical  requirements and 

content  guidelines. Several  members have even created groups devoted to 

machinima, or machine cinema, ÒfilmingÓ with avatars and interact ive objects in the 

vir tual  world (Wikipedia, 2006).  

 Since May of 2004, the community appears to be thr iving once again. The 

remaining staff cont inues to act ively communicate with a sort  of ÒgovernmentÓ of 
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nominated community leaders known as the Member Advisory Board (MAB) in 

order to address community concerns and disseminate informat ion on upcoming 

patches to the software, events, and in-world content . The cont inued operat ion of 

There to this day is a testament to the dedicat ion of i ts community that  

di fferent iates this world from many other vir tual  worlds and communit ies that  

come and go over the years. 

 The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Chapter I I  is a review of 

the l i terature relevant to the current  research, including the theoret ical  frameworks 

that  are analyzed. Chapter I I I  out l ines the method used to conduct  the research. 

Chapter IV is a two-par t  chapter that  out l ines the resul ts of interview data and 

observed events. Final ly, Chapter V concludes the research by answering the 

research quest ions and relat ing the findings back to vir tual  worlds and CMC 

theories. 
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I I . LI TERATURE REVIEW 

Interactivi ty and Avatars 

 The interact ivi ty of There as a vir tual  world was an important  cr i terion for i ts 

select ion in this study. I t  is important  to point  out  that  in CMC, there are several  

levels of interact ive r ichness, ranging from text-only interact ion to ful l audiovisual  

communicat ion through the use of cameras and microphones. According to Cathcar t  

and Gumpert  (1983), a lack of nonverbal  signals in mediated interpersonal 

communicat ion l imits the amount and qual ity of informat ion that  can be 

t ransmit ted. This l imitat ion is central  to the theoretical  frameworks on which this 

study wi l l  be based. Several vi r tual  worlds at tempt to remedy this flaw in way such 

as al lowing avatars to gesture in order to give a sense of nonverbal  cues. 

 In a recent study by Ramirez and Burgoon (2004), text-only interact ion was 

compared with audio and videoconferencing. Using interact ivi ty as a conceptual  

framework, the study invest igated whether increased interact ivi ty afforded by 

audio and videoconferencing influenced ini t ial  interact ions and outcomes. They 

found that  an increase in the avai labil i ty of nonverbal  cues as well  as the valence of 

the informat ion acquired by both par t ies signi ficant ly affected the overal l  

interact ion. Speci fically, they found a reduct ion in uncertainty and changes in the 

amount of informat ion seeking that  took place. 

 An ear l ier experiment by Burgoon et al . (2000), tested the interact ivi ty 

pr inciple in a task-based scenar io in human-computer interact ion. In the scenar io, a 

sample of 70 college students was randomly assigned to one of five different  
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computer par tners (avatars) or to a human par tner. Results showed that  the 

computer par tners were more influent ial  than human par tners, but  that  human 

par tners were rated higher on social  dimensions of communicat ion. Again, 

nonverbal  cues provided by the increased interact ivi ty played a large role here as 

par t icipants stated that  some features of their  interact ion were associated with 

anthropomorphic features such as simulated facial expressions. There integrates 

such features in real-t ime, changing facial  expressions either by speci fic t r igger 

words (e.g., sad, upset, happy, good) or by intent ional  act ion commands, providing a 

great  opportuni ty for studying how these dynamics can affect  social  interact ion 

onl ine. 

 Autonomous movement of avatars is a new development that  is just  

beginning to take shape in worlds l ike There. Avatars in There can gesture both by 

manual commands (e.g., typing `smi le or `laugh) and autonomous movement based 

on speci fic t r igger words used in sentences or  vocal  inflect ion in voice chat. For 

example, i f a user were to say ÒI  am upset,Ó the avatarÕs face may display a 

matching emotion. When using voice chat, the avatarÕs mouth moves according to 

the sound generated by the userÕs microphone. 

 Previous research on the subject  of autonomous communicat ive behaviors has 

shown the need for fur ther development of these feature sets. Vi lhj‡lmsson and 

Cassell  (1998) argue that  behavior in avatars is crucial  for increasing 

communicat ive bandwidth. Simply modeling avatars after humans and giving them 

verbal  communicat ion capabi li ty is not enough. The authors argue that  in order to 
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make avatars an integral  par t  of the conversat ion, four  stages of generated behavior 

must be considered Ð react ion to events, conversat ional  phenomenon, 

communicat ive behavior, and animated geometry of the avatar . For example, a 

message may appear in the conversat ion, an avatar  changes i ts mood state, after 

which nonverbal  language occurs through client-dr iven avatar  animat ion effects. 

Examples of proposed nonverbal  communicat ions include nodding, raising 

eyebrows, and eye gaze. Recognizing the importance of nonverbal  cues in vir tual  

worlds, several  researchers and developers are looking into methods of enhancing 

the repertoire and believabil i ty of real-t ime behavior-based animat ions avai lable to 

avatars (Perl in &  Goldberg, 1996; Lee et al ., 2002). 

 The topic of eye gaze is raised in much of the exist ing avatar  animat ion 

l i terature, for obvious reasons. In a study conducted on random-gaze versus 

informed-gaze, avatars making use of informed-gaze (looking direct ly at  another 

avatar  as i t  is speaking, as well  as looking at  the avatar  i t  is direct ing i ts 

conversat ion toward) signi ficant ly outperformed the random-gaze avatars as well  as 

audio-only sett ings on a var iety of measures. Response var iables included natural  

feel of the conversat ion, feel ing of interact ivi ty, ease of controll ing, fol lowing or 

contr ibut ing to the conversat ion, and awareness of communicat ion par tners. The 

researchers concluded that  avatar  behavior can signi ficant ly improve the qual i ty of 

communicat ion (Garau et al ., 2001). There makes use of informed-gaze in i ts 

software, as avatars tend to look in the direct ion of avatars that  are current ly 
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speaking. In addit ion, avatar  gaze can be manual ly adjusted by select ing a speci fic 

user to look at  or by using the mouse to change the angle of gaze. 

 An important  area of research related to the r ich feature sets found in 

systems l ike There is the idea of social  presence. The idea of presence in CMC is 

that  the userÕs avatar , in addit ion to other usersÕ avatars and the vir tual  world i tself 

appear nonmediated. In an ideal  demonstrat ion of presence, the cl ient  software and 

hardware would be completely t ransparent, al lowing the user to focus only on 

interact ing with people and objects in the vir tual  world instead of the machine. In 

effect , the experience of actually being with another person through a computer-

mediated mediated environment r ivals physical  contact . Al though vir tual  real i ty 

and vir tual  world technology are a long way from meeting this chal lenge, ThereÕs 

feature set and level  of interact ivi ty provide an excellent  opportuni ty to look at  

presence. 

 Despite not being able to create t rue social  presence with exist ing technology, 

Biocca et al . (2003) propose that  there are varying levels of presence rather than a 

simple Òhere or not-hereÓ binary. They place an emphasis on sensory informat ion, 

claiming that  even smal l  amounts of informat ion cause a user to feel the presence of 

another person. They also acknowledge the requirement of mutual  awareness. 

Social  presence involves more than just  being in the same place. I t  requires that  

users are capable of becoming aware of others through the mediated environment, 

which requires psychological  involvement Ð sensing intell igence, int imacy, 

immediacy, and the sal ience of the interpersonal relat ionship. As a resul t , through 
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the feeling of social  presence, we can engage each other through the mediated 

environment. The extent  to which There can repl icate these feelings among i ts users 

wi l l  be an important  factor. 

 Since communicat ion features in There involve, to a large extent , gestur ing 

and intell igent  movement of 3D avatars, i t  makes sense to consider how these 

nonverbal  cues can add to feel ings of social  presence. BioccaÕs (1997) research in 

vir tual  real i ty examines the sensat ions of physical  presence through the use of a VR 

interface, as well as social  presence and self-presence in mediated environments. He 

found that  quest ions of ident i ty format ions and self-consciousness were prevalent  as 

the avatars could give a di fferent  social  meaning than the userÕs physical  body. 

Biocca states that  the problem of body representat ion and pursui t  of presence closes 

the gap between the physical  and vir tual  to a degree that  Òcognit ion and ident i ty 

are embodied in the simulat ions run by our  sensors and effectors, then the mind is 

adapted to the simulat ion of the cyborg bodyÓ (p. 24). In effect , i t  becomes a quest ion 

of where we are present Ð in the vir tual  space or the in physical  space our  bodies 

current ly inhabit? 

 Embodiment is another concept, different  from the aforement ioned 

appearances of avatars on screen to other users. Cuddihy and Walters (2000) argue 

that  in order to t ruly create embodied act ions, the vir tual  world system should be 

more dynamic by improving the usersÕ abil i ty to control their  avatar  with intui t ive 

interfaces based at  the object  level  (e.g., interact ion with vir tual  i tems and avatars) 

rather than the scene as a whole. This way, a defined set of instruct ions becomes 
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avai lable for interact ing with each object . As more commands become avai lable, the 

potent ial  for embodiment and feel ings of presence also increases, but  so does the 

di fficul ty of making the opt ions avai lable to the users without overwhelming them. 

In There, users have access to act ion bars that  change when interact ing in different  

sett ings, but  knowing al l  commands avai lable at  any given t ime is st i l l  more of a 

learning experience than anything. 

 In a recent study, Lee and Nass (2005) conducted two experiments with the 

use of machine-generated voices and generated feelings of social  presence. They 

found that  users felt  a higher level of presence with the synthesized voices than 

without. However, in order to make a better connect ion with the user Ð that  is, to 

mask the real i ty that  the user is in fact  interact ing with a machine Ð the vir tual  

agent had to have a personali ty simi lar  to the user (e.g., int roverted versus 

extroverted) and speak in a manner consistent  wi th the content  of the text  spoken. 

Lee and Nass found that  users who interacted with a sui table vir tual  agent were 

more at tent ive and involved as they were able to mental ly picture the source of the 

voice. Relat ing this to the current  study in There, rather than synthetic voices, 

users have the opt ion of speaking with their actual  voice. One could assume this 

would provide a higher level of presence, as users know they are hear ing another 

person speak and no addit ional  emulat ion is required to achieve this task.  

 Final ly, OÕSul l ivanÕs (2000) contr ibut ion to the area of research on 

interact ivi ty focuses on the lack of informat ion and cues provided and how this 

l imitat ion can be used to ones advantage in impression management and self-
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presentat ion. As the current  study wil l  address, some side effects of CMC include 

de-individuat ion issues and behavioral  changes. OÕSul l ivan points out  that  less r ich 

channels of CMC such as emai l  or text-only chat  can benefi t  the person choosing the 

channel because some unatt ract ive or embarrassing aspects of the communicator 

can either be obscured ent i rely. He points out  that  r icher channels including 

audio/video conferencing as well  as FtF communicat ion can help reduce 

uncertaint ies, enhance credibi l i ty, and thwart  the notion that  decept ion is taking 

place. Fur thermore, r icher channels can also enhance communicat ion by al lowing 

posi t ive expressions (e.g., smi l ing) to pass through easier than i t  would on a less 

r ich mode of CMC. That is not to say, however, that  such expressions are not 

possible in CMC. This is where current  theor ies on CMC come in to play, as they 

address some of the l imitat ions and how they can be overcome by some novel 

approaches to interact ion. 

Theories on CMC 

The fi rst  such theory is called the social  ident i ty model of de-individuat ion 

effects, commonly known as SIDE theory. According to Postmes, Spears, and Lea 

(1998), SIDE theory suggests that  people use social  categorizat ion processes to form 

impressions of others online because of the limited amount of informat ion being 

t ransmit ted. I t  is closely related to the Social  Ident i ty ModelÕs use of stereotyping, 

gender typing, the creat ion of social  boundar ies, and in-group versus out-group 

norms. SIDE theory argues that  de-individuat ion effects brought on as a resul t  of 

CMC can reinforce group sal ience and conformity to group norms. These group 
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norms are more l ikely to be those of the social  ident i ty of the group i tself, and not 

general  norms. Scholars make the argument that  when informat ion t ransmit ted 

about oneÕs self is l imited, sensi t ivi ty to social  norms is increased, and as a resul t , 

people in this condit ion wi l l  find people within their  group as more at t ract ive 

social ly (in-group favori t ism) and engage in stereotyping behavior because of the 

l imited informat ion that  is avai lable (Postmes, Spears &  Lea, 1998). Based on 

SIDEÕs predict ion on adherence to group norms, CMC also appears to have a 

possible effect  on an individualÕs self-awareness. Matheson and Zanna (1988) found 

that  CMC users had an enhanced sense of pr ivate self-awareness and reduced sense 

of publ ic self-awareness. 

 Related to the idea of in-group favori t ism in the SIDE model, L invi l le et al . 

(1986) hypothesize that  people wi l l view out-group members at  varying degrees of 

stereotypic thinking based on the perceiverÕs cognit ive representat ion of the out-

groupÕs members. Therefore, the processes in the SIDE model could also be based to 

an extent  on pre-exist ing social  knowledge outside of the CMC realm, as well  as an 

understanding of the CMC network in which the communicat ion is taking place. 

 Beyond in-group favori t ism is the process of di fferent iat ion from other 

groups. SIDE theory proposes that  fur ther cognit ive effects take place within groups 

as well  as between groups. One such ÒSIDE effectÓ of anonymous communicat ion 

onl ine is that  as a resul t  of in-group favori t ism, out-group host i l i ty is increased. In 

an ear l ier experiment by Postmes, members of one group reported a much more 

negat ive impression of another group whi le they were anonymous, whereas in a 
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non-anonymous si tuat ion, these impressions were more posi t ive. I t  is important  to 

point  out  that  there was no actual  interact ion between the two groups Ð all  

interact ions were computer simulated and kept constant  over al l  cases. Postmes 

concluded that  i t  was the anonymous nature of the interact ion that  was the cause of 

the decrease in favorable impressions, not the content  of the interact ions (Postmes, 

Spears &  Lea, 1998). This type of behavior is also known to lead to ÒflamingÓ Ð 

using insul ts or unconstruct ive cr i t icism to inci te anger on computer networks. I t  is 

also important  to point  out  that  the SIDE model does not always predict  that  

at t r ibut ions of out-group members wi l l  be negat ive (Walther, 1996). 

 In a subsequent study by Postmes, Spears, and Lea (2000), the authors 

examined normat ive influence in CMC. They argue that  according to the SIDE 

model, groups formed in CMC si tuat ions can become very real  psychologically, 

al though there is no direct  physical  contact  wi th members. They argue that  SIDE is 

the best  model for examining the effects of visual  anonymity in such groups. This 

ÒrealnessÓ occurs after groups develop a sense of ident i ty through interact ion. Some 

groups can be formed out  of a common interest  (e.g., science fict ion groups), whi le 

others may be based on other common characterist ics. The authors also point  out  

that  group norms are not simply formed by members percept ion of others in the 

group, but  by Òact ive negotiat ion and contestat ion within the group, l imited by the 

groupÕs historical  and ideological  cont inui ty (Postmes, Spears &  Lea, 2000, p. 344). 

 Stereotyping based on limited informat ion in CMC transmissions is another 

area of interest  in the SIDE model, as impression format ion can be crucial  given the 
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sett ing in which the communicat ion takes place. Epley and Kruger (2004) conducted 

a study on l imited-mode CMC Ð in this case text-only emai l  Ð to see what effect  the 

lack of nonverbal  cues would have on peoplesÕ impressions of each other. The 

experiment was designed to keep the content  of the messages the same across two 

condit ions: emai l and voice communicat ion. They found that  racial stereotypes and 

false expectancies influenced impressions more in emai l  than over voice. This 

research shows that  CMC does not always act  as a social ly blind medium. The 

current  research looks at  CMC from a more interact ive sett ing in order to see what 

effect  media r ichness has on impressions. 

  The Social  Informat ion Processing Theory explains another take on social  

interact ion in CMC. At  i ts most basic level, i t  states that  people adapt to the 

l imitat ions of var ious forms of CMC by finding new ways to express themselves 

through whatever mode they are using. For example, one of the biggest  l imitat ions 

of text-only interact ion is that  there is a complete lack of nonverbal  cues. To address 

this weakness, over t ime emoticons3 were developed to convey feelings through the 

use of symbolic text  characters that  resemble emotions such as happiness or 

sadness. 

 Rivera et al . (1996) conducted a study on the use of emoticons in which two 

groups par t icipated in a simulated CMC decision-making session. One group had 

the opt ion of using emoticons, whi le the other did not. The researchers found that  

the group with the emoticons was more sat isfied with the medium than those 

                                                
3 A way of represent ing emot ions using text -based characters, such as a colon and parenthesis to 
represent  a smil ing face. 
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without. Users interpreted the emoticons as symbols that  carr ied significant  

meanings. This research shows that  as SIPT suggests, the development and use of 

emoticons came natural ly as a way of deal ing with the l imited capabi li t ies of text-

only CMC. 

 Social  informat ion processing theory is supported by previous observat ions 

that  users adapt to the l imitat ions of CMC and create new pract ices that  

compensate for them. Anything from the aforement ioned emoticons to other forms 

of electronic paralanguage (e.g., intent ional misspell ings, st rategic capi tal izat ion of 

words, and grammatical  markerts) are examples of SIPT in act ion (Walther, 1992; 

Boudour ides, 1995). Rather than accept ing CMC as a Òcues-fi l tered-outÓ medium, 

the social  informat ion processing perspect ive argues that  users create ways to 

disclose that  k ind of informat ion. 

 Huang et al . (1996) found that  the levels of media r ichness in CMC were not 

fixed, as previously assumed. For example, al though text-only CMC may appear 

social ly barren and unable to t ransmit  substant ial  amounts of informat ion, users 

begin to share social  construct ions in an effor t  to make the medium r icher. The 

researchers found that  CMC groups with shared social  construct ions had higher 

feelings of social  presence and media r ichness compared to those that  did not. 

Fur thermore, the level of r ichness with the social  construct ion groups began to 

approach FtF, support ing SIPT. 
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An example of how SIPT can be appl ied to There would be the widespread use 

of macros4, which al low users to combine several  gestures simultaneously or 

sequent ial ly to convey emotions of great  exci tement, for instance. Macros in There 

are general ly nonverbal , but  may include some verbal  communicat ion. Experienced 

members of the community tend to have an easier t ime deciphering these macros 

than newer ones. 

 Some research has also been done on SIPT and uncertainty reduct ion 

strategies, which is commonly an informat ion-seeking funct ion in CMC. Studies on 

the ant icipat ion of future interact ions with an online par tner (e.g., one-t ime 

conversat ions versus expectat ions of repeated contact) were shown to be a factor in 

this k ind of informat ion-seeking behavior. According to SIPT, CMC part icipants are 

even more sensi t ive to this var iable than are people in an FtF sett ing. Another 

finding is that  t iming of communicat ions Ð from sender to receiver and back Ð can 

also influence a userÕs percept ion of his/her par tner. For example, the t imestamps 

on an email  message can affect  a userÕs idea of a par tnerÕs dominance or affect ion 

toward them (Ramirez et. al , 2002). 

 Another perspect ive proposed by Joseph Walther (1996) also takes into 

account the l imited informat ion t ransmission common to CMC systems, but  takes a 

di fferent  direct ion when i t  comes to how people perceive each other online and seek 

informat ion about one another. I t  is simi lar  to SIDE theory in that  a receiver, based 

on a given set of informat ion about his/her par tner, wi l l  use uncertainty reduct ion 

processes (Ramirez et. al , 2002). These processes can include mental ly applying 
                                                
4 A single command that  t r iggers a ser ies of instruct ions. 
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certain k inds of at t r ibutes to help cognit ively understand what the par tner must be 

l ike. The quest ion ÒJust  who exact ly am I  communicat ing with?Ó is what the 

receiver at tempts to answer based on the limited informat ion. 

 I t  is this process that  leads to what is known as a hyperpersonal effect . As 

ment ioned ear l ier, less-r ich forms of CMC al low users to perform impression 

management funct ions that  would be near  impossible to do in a FtF sett ing. 

Because of this, in ini t ial  interact ions, CMC part icipants may intent ional ly or 

unintent ionally be put t ing forward a false sense of who they are. This sel f-

presentat ion can often be exaggerated. As a resul t , the receiver of this informat ion, 

based on the l imited cues, wil l  engage in at t r ibut ional processes on the sender Ð 

based on the inflated posi t ive presentat ion, the receiver thinks highly of the sender. 

Then, as the receiver replies to the sender, he/she does so with a greater amount of 

l ik ing for the sender. This goes back and forth in a feedback loop, thus creat ing the 

hyperpersonal effect . 

 In an essay on different  ut i l i t ies of CMC, Walther (1996) points out  that  

depending on how the communicat ion system is implemented, CMC can be designed 

to be impersonal or interpersonal. As he suggests, there are cases where an 

impersonal sett ing may be desirable (e.g., task-based si tuat ions, equal i ty in CMC 

groups). However, this is not the case with a lot of modern CMC systems. In his 

discussion, he discusses the hyperpersonal effect  as Òexceeding the level of affect ion 

and emotion of paral lel  FtF interact ion,Ó (Walther, 1996, p. 17). Given this abi l i ty of 

CMC interact ion processes to exceed FtF in this dimension warrants fur ther 
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examinat ion. Some reasons for this phenomenon include the receiverÕs lack of 

means to veri fy informat ion, absence of physical  exposure (de-individuat ion effects) 

to par tners, and the senderÕs opt imized self-presentat ion. See Appendix A for a 

visual  explanat ion of how the three aforement ioned theories operate, as well  as how 

the current  studyÕs examinat ion of the increased interact ivi ty levels of vi r tual  

worlds fi ts in. 

 A study by Markey and Wel ls (2002) examined percept ions of others in 

Internet chat  rooms. The authors used the Social  Relat ions Model and found that  

one-on-one interact ions had an easier t ime of finding consensus on t rai ts such as 

extroversion and agreeableness, whereas in the group interact ions, judges tended to 

view others less favorably. The authors also found that  experience with 

communicat ing in computer-mediated channels was a moderate predictor of 

l ikabi l i ty. However, this study was conducted in simulated chat room environments 

in a laboratory sett ing, whereas the current  research wi l l  be able to look at  how 

group members judge each other in a less restr icted sett ing. 

 With the three theories in mind, the study wi l l  be conducted to observe how 

these processes occur  in an actual  onl ine sett ing. The theories wil l  be used to 

observe just  how group norms are produced within There, as the service i tself is not 

created for any ÒgroupÓ in par t icular  besides those who 1) own a computer that  

meets the minimum system speci ficat ions recommended by the si te operator, 2) 

have basic access to the Internet, and 3) are Internet-savvy enough to have heard of 

the service and signed up for i t . As recent Internet stat ist ics suggest , this 
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populat ion increases in number every day and is more reflect ive of the general  

populat ion than any par t icular  group. With this theoretical  framework in place, the 

study wi l l  at tempt to address two detai ls: informat ion seeking and personal 

informat ion shar ing of onl ine social  par tners. 

Information Seeking and Impression Management 

 As has already been ment ioned, informat ion seeking is a common strategy of 

uncertainty reduct ion in CMC. Tidwell  and Walther (2002) conducted an 

experiment in which 158 individuals, none of whom had met previously, were 

placed in either an FtF or a CMC encounter. Results showed that  par t icipants in 

the CMC sett ing (electronic mai l ) used greater amounts of uncertainty reduct ion 

strategies than the FtF subjects. The study also gave fur ther support  to SI PT as i t  

veri fied that  some par t icipants adapted to the l imitat ions of the CMC si tuat ion and 

relied on remaining cues in the form of paralanguage and typographic cues (e.g., 

emoticons) to express their  feelings. The authors found that  the CMC group 

produced more quest ions and higher levels of self-disclosure than the FtF group. 

Quest ions produced by the CMC group were also much more direct , bypassing 

Òsmal l  talkÓ and instead engaging in uncertainty reduct ion by informat ion requests 

and subsequent self-disclosure. Meanwhi le, the FtF group used a wider var iety of 

expressions such as exclamat ions and imperat ives that  were not classi fied as 

informat ion seeking strategies or self-disclosures. 

Al though Tidwell  and Walther offer some insight  into informat ion seeking 

and self-disclosure in CMC, their  condit ion involved asynchronous communicat ion 
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via emai l . I t  is l ikely that  a real-t ime (synchronous) CMC interact ion could possibly 

see a di fferent  outcome (e.g., more indirect  and superficial  quest ions) than what the 

authors found. Al though not necessar i ly a l imitat ion of the study, i t  did not test  

di fferent  levels of media r ichness in CMC, nor did i t  test  for anonymity. 

A study by Joinson (2001) addresses the anonymity quest ion to some extent . 

In his findings, CMC users who were visually anonymous provided signi ficant ly 

greater amounts of self-disclosure than those who could see each other in a video 

stream. This gives support  to WaltherÕs (1996) idea of hyperpersonal communicat ion 

Ð removing visual  anonymity also removes some impression management funct ions, 

leading to more involuntary self-disclosure and a less posi t ive impression of onl ine 

par tners. Another take on the resul ts of this study could be that  a lot of the sel f-

disclosure that  was taking place in the anonymous condit ion was of informat ion 

that  was given automat ical ly in the video condit ion due to the greater r ichness of 

the communicat ion mode. Joinson points out  that  pr ivate self-awareness was higher 

whi le public self-awareness was lower when the par t icipants were given greater 

amounts of anonymity Ð in l ine with the SIDE modelÕs suggest ion that  this leads to 

CMC users adopt group norms when their  social  ident i ty is sal ient . This also 

supports ear l ier research by Matheson &  Zanna (1988), which came to the same 

conclusion in a text-only condit ion. 

Studies have been conducted to look at  shyness and how users ini t iate 

relat ionships and disclose informat ion onl ine. Str i tzke et al . (2004) compared shy 

and nonshy Internet users and established that  a lack of audiovisual  cues reduced 
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the shy usersÕ capabi l i ty of detect ing negat ive feedback from other users. They 

found that  online environments differed signi ficant ly from offl ine counterpar ts and 

that  shy users were less shy onl ine. The increased space for impression 

management in less-interact ive forms of CMC also appears to be par t ly due to the 

lack of negat ive feedback cues, according to this research. 

Hancock &  Dunham (2001) add to exist ing knowledge of impression 

format ion by looking at  synchronous, text-based CMC versus FtF conversat ions. 

Support ing the hyperpersonal model, the authors found that  al though the depth of 

the impressions in CMC were not as complete as those in the FtF sett ing, they were 

more intense. These findings are at t r ibuted to a reduct ion in nonverbal  cues. Based 

on the l imited informat ion received in the CMC sett ing, users stated that  they had 

sufficient  informat ion to rate their  par tners on an average of 36 of 60 i tems on the 

NEO-Five Factor Inventory, an instrument used to measure personali ty t rai ts of 

neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscient iousness. In the 

FtF condit ion, users responded to an average of 45 of 60 i tems. 

Indeed, impressions play a large role in CMC, but  there is also a quest ion as 

to the meaning of those impressions. Sherry Turkle (1995) raises these ideas in her 

book, L i fe on the Screen, as she examines how people interact  in MUDs. She states 

that  users explore and understand other avatars at  sur face value, where we 

Òsuspend disbel ief and become absorbed in what is happening on the screen.Ó In a 

sense, the l ine between vir tual  l ife and physical  l i fe becomes so vague that  Òl i fe is 

made up of many windows and real l i fe is only one of them.Ó What this means for 
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the user is that  they become any number of personas online, where we spend 

count less hours construct ing l ives that  can be even more expansive than the ones 

we l ive in the physical  world. Therefore, the impressions we do form onl ine do have 

profound meaning for both the user and other members who inhabit  the vir tual  

world. According to Turkle, ÒMUDs blur  the boundar ies between self and game, self 

and role, self and simulat ion.Ó 

In a study on impression management over a var iety of mediated channels 

including electronic mai l , OÕSul livan (2000) found that  a personÕs preference for 

mediated channels shows that  they can be used as a tool for Òmanaging self-relevant 

informat ion in pursui t  of self-presentat ional goals.Ó The 133 par t icipants in the 

study showed a preference for mediated channels if they were presented with a 

si tuat ion in which their  abi l i ty to maintain a posi t ive self-presentat ion was 

threatened. Again, this supports the idea that  some level of visual  anonymity 

enhances the userÕs self-presentat ional  abi l ity to a degree. 

Informat ion flow in CMC is not l imited to a sender-receiver system of 

communicat ion. Members of CMC groups often rely on more than just  immediate 

informat ion presented in order to gain enough informat ion to make judgment cal ls. 

Ramirez et al . (2002) propose four  ways in which CMC users engage in informat ion 

seeking processes: interact ive, act ive, passive, and extract ive. Interact ive 

informat ion seeking typical ly involves direct  quest ioning from sender to receiver, 

e.g., ÒWhat state do you l ive in?Ó I f the receiver repl ies ÒI  l ive in Cal ifornia, and 

you?,Ó this is a reciprocal  method of interact ive informat ion seeking. Act ive 
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strategies involve asking other people for informat ion on someone. Extract ive 

strategies are simi lar , but  rather than asking other people, they usual ly involve the 

use of a search engine or other data-mining tool. Final ly, passive informat ion 

seeking is done by observat ion only. The informat ion seeker never direct ly engages 

the person he or she is at tempt ing to learn about, but  instead watches and l istens 

careful ly to gather informat ion as other people ask quest ions or the target exhibi ts 

behaviors indicat ive of his or her personal i ty t rai ts. 

Since There is a vir tual  world in which users have the choice to engage in 

either text-only communicat ion, voice chat, or both, i t  is also important  to discuss 

the concept of impression management and informat ion seeking as i t  relates to 

avatars. As is common in most vir tual  worlds, users can customize the appearance 

of their  avatars qui te considerably. In There, facial  features, body type, clothing, 

and accessories can be changed to fi t  the needs of the user. Some would ask the 

quest ion of whether or not this can lead to decept ion as an impression management 

funct ion common to most of the CMC theories already ment ioned. As Fi l iciak (2003) 

points out , the Òmajori ty of users create avatars bear ing their  resemblance to 

simpl i fy ident i ficat ionÉ nevertheless, users take advantage of a gameÕs possibi l i t ies 

to improve their  representat ions.Ó Furthermore, El izabeth Reid states that  avatars 

Òare much more than a few bytes of computer data Ð they are cyborgs, a 

manifestat ion of the sel f beyond the realms of the physical , exist ing in a space 

where ident i ty is self defined rather than pre-ordained,Ó (Fi l iciak, 2003, p. 90). 

Therefore, whi le an avatar  may have the potent ial  to deceive, they do carry within 
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them a par t  of who we are. This concept is known as t ransference Ð the process of 

t ransferr ing our  real emotions, often unconsciously, to a fict ional  character such as 

an avatar  in a vir tual  world (Fi l iciak, 2003). One of the quest ions this study wi ll  

at tempt to address is why people create avatars the way they do and what purpose, 

in their  opinion, they serve. 

 Given al l  this informat ion on interact ivi ty, avatars, CMC theories, 

informat ion seeking, and personal informat ion shar ing, i t  makes sense to conduct  a 

survey of a vir tual  world in order to better understand the current ly competing 

theories behind CMC and see how they apply to real-world appl icat ions in social  

software. An added benefi t  is the insight  this research wi l l  provide for future 

developers of social  software. 
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I I I . METHOD 

Research Questions 

 Based on the li terature reviewed, we can begin to develop speci fic research 

quest ions that  the study wi l l  address. The purpose of the study is to examine three 

widely used CMC theories in a vir tual world that  provides a high level of 

interact ivi ty. Because of this, a basic quest ion on the effects of increased 

interact ivi ty must be asked. For example, does the avai labi l i ty of highly detai led 

graphical avatars help with uncertainty reduct ion strategies that  take place in new 

encounters? Perhaps there might  be some influence on the de-invididuat ion effects 

descr ibed in SIDE theory. Therefore, this study asks the following quest ion: 

RQ1: Does the level of interact ivi ty have an observed effect  on the way people 
approach each other in CMC encounters? 

 
 Al l  of the theories discussed in the l i terature review ment ion some kind of 

problem with l imited informat ion in CMC, whether i t  is the unknowns that  we t ry 

to figure out  about our  communicat ion par tners or the lack of cues that  we are used 

to in FtF communicat ion. This study would l ike to address this by asking the 

following: 

RQ2: What k inds of st rategies do CMC users use to deal wi th an ini t ial lack 
of informat ion of their  communicat ion par tner(s)? 

 
 The social  informat ion processing theory also ment ions the use of new forms 

of communicat ion to cope with a l imited medium. Examples of this range from the 

use of emoticons to crypt ic abbreviat ions and acronyms used in Short  Message 

Services (SMS). This study would l ike to examine whether the var iety of 
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communicat ion opt ions provided by There are deemed as sufficient  enough to al low 

ÒnormalÓ communicat ion as we see i t  in FtF si tuat ions or i f users st i l l  at tempt to 

create new signs and symbols to aid their  communicat ion. 

RQ3: Do CMC users at tempt to create new strategies of informat ion seeking 
and shar ing informat ion about themselves, or is the interact ivi ty level of a 
modern vir tual  world sufficient  to al low an acceptable var iety of informat ion 
seeking and personal informat ion shar ing methods? 

 
 Final ly, the hyperpersonal theory addresses how we form images in our  

minds of our  communicat ion par tner(s). The high level of impression management 

afforded by CMC is par t  of what makes the medium unique. However, what 

happens to this aspect  when interact ivi ty levels are increased (e.g., text-only versus 

graphical avatars with voice chat)? This opens up a few quest ions to be addressed 

regarding the hyperpersonal perspect ive, interact ivi ty, and impression 

management: 

RQ4a: How sal ient  is impression management in an ini t ial  CMC encounter? 
 
RQ4b: How reflect ive of the actual  user is the avatar? 
 
RQ4c: Based on the l imited informat ion received in CMC, do users become 
more or less affect ionate toward their  communicat ion par tner(s)? 

 
Permissions and Informed Consent 

 Methods for conduct ing the study are relat ively straight forward. Before data 

collect ion began, wr i t ten approval  was obtained from Makena Technologies, the 

company that  operates There, the vir tual  world that  was used as the locat ion for 

this research. Fur thermore, IRB approval  was obtained to go ahead with human 

subjects research. 
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 The following sect ion wi l l  detai l  exact ly what k ind of interact ion and 

t reatment the study par t icipants encountered. The pr imary object ive was to gain as 

much informat ion on a userÕs CMC experience whi le keeping any potent ial  r isk to a 

minimum. Al l  par t icipant  select ion and data collect ion methods were created with 

this goal in mind. 

 Informed consent was obtained from each individual  who par t icipated in the 

study. Al l  pre-screened individuals (see ÒPart icipant  Select ionÓ below) were fi rst  

contacted in the vir tual world (There) by the researcher and asked i f they were 

interested in such a study. Those who indicated a wi l l ingness to learn more about 

the study were provided with some basic informat ion about the research goals and 

what is expected of them in the study. Those who were interested were also emai led 

a PDF copy of the consent form that  they were obl igated to read before cont inuing 

with the study. In an onl ine sett ing, establ ishing t rust  can sometimes prove to be 

di fficul t , but  no major problems were encountered in this project . 

Par ticipant Selection 

 The sampl ing method used in this study was a convenience sample (at  the 

researcherÕs discretion) with some key cr i teria. The impract ical i ty of random 

select ion and the exploratory nature of this study were both reasons for choosing a 

convenience sample rather than a sample that  would provide greater external  

val idi ty. Some of the cr i teria in select ing par t icipants include: 
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Frequency of use. Due to the ongoing observat ion and interviewing this 

research involved, par t icipants had to be frequent users; defined as users who visi t  

There at  least  three t imes a week dur ing the course of this research project . 

Length of use. Par t icipants required a good understanding of how There 

operates as a community (e.g., knowing jargon and cues unique to There, having a 

general  understanding of their  vi r tual  surroundings, and being fami l iar  wi th the 

user interface and software features). Many interview quest ions asked members to 

reflect  on their  past  use of There. Therefore, the researcher decided that  

par t icipants should have been a par t  of the community for at  least  three months. 

This informat ion can be obtained and veri fied on the userÕs profi le. 

UserÕs age. Al l  par t icipants in this study were over the age of 18. By agreeing 

to the terms of the consent form, users indicated that  they met the age requirement 

of the study. Par t icipants indicated agreement by responding to the emai l  message 

containing the consent form (see Appendix A) with their  wil l ingness to par t icipate 

in the project  after reading the terms stated in the consent form. 

Number of par ti cipants. The original  number of par t icipants for the study 

was anywhere from 15 to 20. Of the 23 people ini t ial ly approached for inclusion in 

the study, two decl ined and three others dropped out  due to a lack of t ime 

commitment. In the end, a total  of 18 members signed up to take par t  in the 

research. This number worked out  well  for two reasons. First , this was a 

manageable sample size considering the large amount of data collected from each 

person. This allowed the researcher to find common themes or t rends in group 
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part icipat ion and how CMC theories appl ied to the observed interact ions. Second, 

the sample size of 18 worked wel l  for the observat ion stage of the study, al lowing 

three separate groups of opt imal size Ð six par t icipants and one observer Ðto look 

for consistency in observed resul ts (Allen, 2004b). 

Data Collection 

 The role of the researcher in this study was based on what L indlof &  Taylor 

(2002) cal l  the Òpart icipant-as-observer.Ó Their  guide to tact ical  observing was 

par t icular ly useful , so i t  was used as a sort  of framework for the observat ion 

component. The basics of tact ical  observing involve fi rst  gett ing a good 

understanding of the area and i ts dist inguishing characterist ics in order to develop 

a perspect ive on the field as well  as understanding the ful l  range of behaviors that  

occur  in the field. The researcherÕs previous experience with There ensured a deep 

understanding of these essent ial  pieces of informat ion pr ior to delving into the 

research process. 

 Tact ical  observing also involves keeping some quest ions in mind whi le 

observing. For example, knowing the nominal status of par t icipants in the 

community, understanding how the scene is set up (There has a broad range of 

places in which interact ions take place), how ini t ial interact ions occur  (probably the 

most important  par t  of this research), how actors claim at tent ion, where and when 

they interact , and what events are deemed as signi ficant  (L indlof &  Taylor, 2002). 

Through the use of this, the researcher wi l l  be able to keep detai led field notes, as 

well  as the data gathered from the in-depth interviews. 
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Interview quest ions are based on the research quest ions of informat ion 

seeking, impression management, and uncer tainty reduct ion strategies. Most of the 

interviewing was conducted in a semi-structured, open-ended, one-on-one format 

that  gave the researcher some freedom to guide the direct ion of the interview whi le 

addressing key points with every par t icipant  (see Appendix B). In cases that  

par t icipants gave par t icular ly insight ful responses, the researcher gave follow-up 

quest ions to gather more informat ion.  

In addit ion to the interviews, the study includes a component for observat ion 

of CMC interact ion. Most group interact ion observat ion took place in public spaces 

that  were not too crowded in order to minimize surrounding (non-par t icipant) group 

conversat ions from ÒleakingÓ into the observed chat. Simi lar  to the physical  world, 

There has di fferent  ÒzonesÓ that  range from crowded plazas to pr ivate homes. To 

give a better idea of how ThereÕs zones compare to the real  world in terms of 

pr ivacy, see Table 3.1. Al l observed text  interact ion was automat ical ly logged into 

an HTML fi le on the researcherÕs computer by the cl ient  software, as i t  does by 

defaul t . In case par t icipants preferred to speak rather than type, voice chat can also 

be recorded and t ranscr ibed. In either case, par t icipants were ful ly aware of 

recording i f i t  was taking place Ð both from the informed consent as well  as 

noti ficat ion from the researcher.  
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Table 3.1 

 Real world sett ing There sett ing 
Reasonable expectat ion of 
pr ivacy 

Pr ivate residences, 
telephone conversat ions, 
whispering to a fr iend, 
remote areas 

Pr ivate residences, instant  
message (IM) 
conversat ions, remote 
areas 

H igher chance of 
eavesdropping 

Restaurant  table, 
sidewalks, social  
funct ions, parks  

H igh populat ion areas, 
social  funct ions, 
ÒFunzones,Ó ÒPortazonesÓ 

  
 For group observat ion sessions, the 18 par t icipants were randomly assigned 

to three groups of six. This worked out  perfect ly since There chat groups typically 

max out  at  seven users, al lowing six par t icipants and the researcher to interact  at  

once. This process was used across al l  three groups and field notes were taken 

keeping in mind the theoretical  models (see Appendices C, D, and E). The cl ient  

softwareÕs event schedul ing system al lowed the researcher to create three separate 

events Ð one for each group Ð to take place in a vir tual  house. After invi t ing the 

three groups of six, they each received an emai l  message with the t ime and locat ion 

of the event. The reasoning for this was to al low for easier access control in order to 

prevent non-par t icipants from accidental ly disrupt ing the study as wel l  as helping 

par t icipants get to the event quickly and easi ly. At  the star t  of each event, the 

software prompted par t icipants to ÒteleportÓ to the house where the event was 

taking place in case they were not there already. Al though there were no problems 

encountered, this was just  a precaut ion. The observat ion sessions took place over 

the course of one week, with each session last ing approximately one hour . The 

researcher acted as the host  of the event, although not in a way that  would push for 
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any par t icular  outcome of the conversat ions. Al l  discussion topics emerged as a 

resul t  of the par t icipantsÕ input, not the researcherÕs.  

Par t icipants were asked to t reat  the event just  as any other Ð they would be 

meeting new people and possibly seeing some old fr iends. I t  was intended to have a 

mix of some new encounters as well  as some exist ing fr iendships in order to see how 

the theoretical  models worked on a number of levels. In par t icular , aspects of how 

members presented themselves, use of nonverbal  cues, sharing of and responses to 

personal informat ion were among the data recorded. The goal was to collect  this 

informat ion to see the processes of the var ious models in act ion to better answer the 

original  research quest ions. Field notes were recording dur ing the group sessions 

and later revisi ted by the researcher to give addit ional  thought to what was 

observed.   

 One-on-one in-depth interviews were conducted in a pr ivate sett ing Ð either 

through IM, in a pr ivate zone, or in a secluded area without much user t raffic. Chat 

logging and voice recording methods remained the same for the pr ivate interviews. 

Again, members were fully aware of when recording or chat  logging occurred. In the 

event that  a non-par t icipantÕs voice or text  chat  ÒleakedÓ into what was recorded (as 

the resul t  of a non-par t icipant  being too close in proximity to the research group), 

anything ident i fied as originat ing from a non-par t icipant  was discarded from the 

chat logs. Of course, using less-crowded areas minimized the r isk of this from 

happening.  
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 To ensure pr ivacy, chat  logs and voice chat recordings and t ranscr ipts were 

stored on external  media storage that  was not accessible via the Internet. Al l  data 

on this disk was also encrypted and remained with the researcher at  al l t imes. For 

use in descr ibing events in group sett ings, any avatar  names/pseudonyms There 

members created were al tered to prevent the l ikelihood that  a par t icipant  could be 

ident i fied. Using an onl ine random name generator (behindthename.com/random), 

each of the 18 par t icipants was assigned a new random name. Male avatars had a 

name generated from the Òmascul ine, Engl ishÓ pool while female avatars received 

new names from the Òfeminine, Engl ishÓ name pool. The newly randomly generated 

names were used only by the researcher. 

Analysis 

 Once the interviews and observat ions were completed, the next  step was to 

analyze i t . Analysis of the resul ts is also fair ly straight forward, al though i t  was a 

mult i -stage process. The goal was to find some type of recurr ing pat tern or theme 

across the responses of the abundance of data provided by par t icipants to answer 

the original  research quest ions. This data would shed some l ight  on the three 

theories and how they can apply to vir tual  worlds. Since the interview quest ions 

were al l  organized in sect ions, based upon the research quest ions, i t  was easier to 

find answers based on what the par t icipants reported to the researcher. After al l  18 

par t icipantsÕ interviews and fol low-up quest ions were completed, al l resul ts were 

entered into an Excel fi le by quest ion to find commonal i t ies among the responses. 

Any addit ional  follow-up informat ion was also entered to be considered in the 
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analysis. In some cases, par t icular ly insight ful  responses were highl ighted in order 

to be given more at tent ion when compi l ing the final  resul ts.  

 In addit ion to this, the researcher cross-referenced the observed behavior 

with interview quest ion responses Ð especial ly wi th regard to how par t icipants 

engaged in informat ion seeking strategies and forms of impression management. 

Again using some of L indlofÕs (2004) suggest ions on methods of data analysis, the 

researcher was able to find common themes in responses from al l  par t icipants and 

draw conclusions from the given data. 

 In the fi rst  half of the Chapter IV, each interview topic is addressed and 

t rends are analyzed. Notable cases are ment ioned, and all  responses are t ied back to 

the theoretical  models. This process was used in preparat ion for answering the 

research quest ions stated ear l ier in this chapter. The second hal f of the Results 

chapter contains detai led informat ion on the exchanges that  took place in the group 

sessions. For the most par t , findings remained consistent  across the three groups, 

but  any cases that  deviated from the norm are also discussed in the findings. 

 Each research quest ion is addressed individual ly in the Chapter V, ci t ing 

speci fic examples of behavior that  was observed and how i t  related to the three 

theories (e.g., what par t  applies, i f one theory was more relevant than another, if 

interact ivi ty had any observed influence on informat ion seeking or impression 

management, etc.). 

 Final ly, the researcher provides informat ion on the pract ical  impl icat ions of 

the resul ts in the Conclusion chapter. This is where, based on the findings, 
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suggest ions are made for the development of new vir tual  worlds that  can address 

any problems or lack of capabi li ty that  might  be encountered dur ing CMC 

encounters. L imitat ions and suggest ions for future research are also offered in this 

sect ion. 

 Ethical  Concerns 

 There were no major ethical  problems in the study that  have not already 

been addressed. Since pr ivacy issues have been tackled, the only issue was 

establ ishing credibi l i ty in the community as a researcher  and lett ing par t icipants 

become aware of the goals of the research. Since many par t icipants of this study 

recal led or had par t icipated in other research projects that  took place in There, they 

felt  more comfortable with the idea of researchers conduct ing studies in their  world. 

Most people ini t ial ly approached for inclusion were comfortable with par t icipat ing 

in this research study Ð no forms of decept ion were required.  

 Concerning social  desirabi l i ty effects, the researcher acknowledges that  this 

study potent ial ly puts par t icipants at  r isk of generat ing answers or behaviors that  

hide social ly undesirable t rai ts or quali t ies in order to gain social  approval . Crowne 

&  Mar lowe define this as Òthe need of subjects to respond in cul turally sanct ioned 

waysÓ (Phi l l ips &  Clancy, 1972). The authors state in their  research that  even when 

taking typical  precaut ions in sociological  research such as interviews, surveys, 

observat ions, and laboratory experiments, social  desirabi l i ty effects are never ful ly 

eliminated.  
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Especial ly in the group observat ion sessions, knowing that  they are 

par t icipat ing in a research session, members may act  in a more social ly desirable 

way that  may mask some of the negat ive effects associated with the SIDE model 

and/or the hyperpersonal perspect ive. Keeping this in mind, this study is not 

expected to produce resul ts that  can be general ized to a larger populat ion. Instead, 

i t  is designed to explore how the theories apply to media-r ich interact ive vir tual 

worlds. In addit ion, the use of three separate observat ion groups helps find 

consistency across observed data, and the abi l i ty to t ie observed data back to the 

interview data adds benefi t  to the study. 
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IV. RESULTS 

Interviews 

 Background Information 

 In the end, a total  of 18 par t icipants agreed to take par t  in the study. The 

sample represented a wide spread in terms of the amount of usage among 

par t icipants. On the low end of the scale, some spent as l i t t le as six hours a week in 

There and other vir tual worlds, whi le the most act ive members reported spending 

100 hours or more per week. The mean usage among al l  par t icipants turned out  to 

be 35.2 hours, skewed heavi ly by three highly act ive respondents. Most responses 

fell  below the mean, in the range of four  to 30 hours a week. Al though these 

numbers appear high, many users of There keep the software running as they 

mult i task with other appl icat ions, thus staying connected for extended periods of 

t ime. 

Of the 18 par t icipants, 55% said they found There through other vir tual  

worlds and massive mult iplayer onl ine games such as The Sims Onl ine, 22% 

learned about i t  from fr iends or fami ly who had already experienced using There, 

and 16% heard about i t  on computer-oriented television programming. Length of 

use ranged from beta testers (ear ly 2003) to people who had joined as recent ly as 

late 2005. Users who did not have at  least  three months of experience using There 

were not included in the study. 

When asked to descr ibe their  favori te aspects of There, al l  responses fel l  into 

five categories: interact ion with people Ð simply being able to communicate with 
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fr iends around the world; interact ion with the world Ð including use of vi r tual  

objects such as vehicles, houses, clothing, etc.; communicat ion features Ð 

technologies such as voice chat or real  t ime effects on three-dimensional avatars; 

the ÒfeelÓ of There Ð the idea that  the world does not requi re you to perform tasks or 

slay monsters to level up; and customer service Ð the abil i ty of There staff and 

member advisory boards to respond to the needs of the community. Par t icipants 

were al lowed to ment ion as many of their  favori te features as they wished in their  

response. 

Par t icipants rated interact ion with people as the most l iked feature of There. 

Half of al l respondents expl ici t ly ment ioned this in their  interviews, and another 

33% commented on the enjoyment of communicat ing with people in other par ts of 

the world. The second highest  rated feature was interact ion with the world, 

ment ioned by 44% of respondents. One third of the sample said they especial ly l iked 

the ÒfeelÓ of the world. Interest ingly, only 11% direct ly ment ioned speci fic features 

such as voice chat. Finally, another 11% commented on the job There is doing with 

customer service. 

The last  quest ion regarding basic informat ion and thoughts on There was to 

rate the adequacy of a few of ThereÕs core features such as voice chat, text  chat  

including gestures (emotes), and avatar  customizat ion. An overwhelming 78% said 

voice chat was a great  feature that  Òsets There apar tÓ from other vir tual  worlds. 

Text  chat  and gestures were rated highly at  72%, but  of those people, 35% would 
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have l iked to see this feature expanded, especial ly in avatar  movements that  

involve two or more people (e.g., handshakes or hugs). 

  There and Avatars 

Next , par t icipants were asked a series of quest ions relat ing to the level of 

interact ivi ty in There compared to other means of CMC. To begin, par t icipants 

explained how their  ini t ial  encounters are influenced by the highly interact ive 

world. Most respondents (78%) claimed that the addit ional  interact ivi ty did not 

have any effect  on how they approached people in fi rst  encounters compared with 

other CMC chat systems. One user ment ioned that  the direct ion of the encounter is 

more based on mood than anything, whi le others thought more of the feel of ThereÕs 

community as a whole rather than the interact ivi ty when meeting people (e.g., ÒitÕs 

a fr iendly community, so assume people you meet are going to be fr iendly tooÓ). The 

22% who stated a di fferent  opinion claimed that  they found fi rst  encounters to be a 

more act ive watching and l istening experience compared to other methods of CMC. 

This could involve everything from ÒreadingÓ avatars by inspect ing the types of 

clothing they are wear ing Ð Ònewbies5Ó in There have a bland white T-shir t , which 

could have a negat ive impact on how much t ime a veteran user is wi l l ing to invest  

in them Ð to seeing i f your  look has anything in common with another avatar , which 

could provide a star t ing point  for conversat ion. 

In terms of members disclosing informat ion about themselves in There, most 

respondents reported seeing much more of this taking place. Par t icipants at t r ibuted 

this to the feeling of anonymity that  is created by the onl ine experience, which goes 
                                                
5 An inexper ienced newcomer . 
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along with the Social  Ident i ty model of Deindividuat ion Effects (SIDE). At  the same 

t ime, some users said that  There felt  more personal wi th the use of voice chat, 

which made them more comfortable and wi ll ing to divulge informat ion about 

themselves onl ine that  they otherwise would not readi ly provide in other sett ings. 

As ment ioned in the l i terature review, a respondent also brought up the idea of 

synchronous communicat ion, which adds to the ÒpersonalÓ feeling of There that  

several  members reported. The l i terature review suggested that  synchronous 

communicat ion would resul t  in a series of indirect  rapid-fi re quest ions (smal l  talk) 

to gain superficial knowledge of the other person. Based on the responses, users in 

There appear to reveal lots of informat ion this way in order to paint  a picture of who 

they are, but  at  the same t ime, par t icipants raised a lot of quest ions as to the 

t ruthfulness of the informat ion they are provided. In some reported cases, 

relat ionships that  have developed over long periods of t ime wi l l eventual ly have a 

higher level of t rust  as they move beyond the vir tual  world (e.g., There convent ions, 

telephone conversat ions). Again, this goes back to the anonymity pr inciple Ð we do 

not know much about people we fi rst  meet onl ine, so natural ly we wi l l  want to find 

out , but  wi thout any means for veri fying informat ion, people may not always be 

who they claim. 

This has a large par t  to do with the way people design their  avatars. The fi rst  

quest ion that  comes to mind with a lot of members is whether the avatar  is either 

an accurate representat ion of the user behind i t  (replicat ion of their  own physical  

appearance) or i f i t  is based more on a fantasy the user may have. Going back to the 
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idea of t ransference (t ransferr ing our  real  emotions to fict ional  characters), some 

respondents believed that  avatars are, in fact , extensions of us. However, they are 

more of an image we try to project  rather than what we real ly are. Several  

respondents said avatars are an ÒidealÓ representat ion, but  not real  ones. They are 

an embodiment of ideas we may bel ieve in or  hold before others. For example, the 

high amount of male avatars with a muscular  physique could imply that  the users 

behind them find these t rai ts to be important , but  i t  does not necessar i ly mean they 

actual ly look l ike this in person. In another respondentÕs words, avatars are actually 

a representat ion of what we are not Ð avatars hide who we real ly are. 

In some other cases, the look of an avatar  is not always to be taken at  face 

value. There provides users with the abi l i ty to create more than one lookset6, which 

may be used at  different  themed events. I t  is not uncommon to see people dressed 

as pirates or superheroes from t ime to t ime. This does not necessar i ly mean the 

user is a pirate in the physical  world, or even that  they are avid collectors of comic 

books. Some users, however, choose to stay in these costumes a majori ty of the t ime, 

which would leave other members more incl ined to believe that  the costume is an 

extension of their  personali ty. 

When asked to descr ibe their  own avatar , most par t icipants acknowledged 

that  i t  was an important  decision in how they wanted to display themselves 

vir tual ly. As avatar  design is a matter of personal preference, the spectrum of 

responses was also var ied. Some elected to model the avatar  after their  physical  

                                                
6 A predefined set  of var iables to al ter  the look of an avatar . Can include facial  features and body 
shape. Can also be combined with a di fferent  appearance through the use of clothing. 
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appearance, while others sett led for anything that  was Òpleasant to look at .Ó Some 

tr ied as much as possible to Òblend inÓ by basing their  avatar  design on popular  

looks, whi le others wanted to be as unique as possible, wishing There could provide 

more customizat ion opt ions. Some par t icipants claimed that  avatars were a way of 

expressing themselves Ð for example, di fferent  apparel based on the groups they are 

a par t  of, or gett ing to be the personal i ty behind the avatar . Those who chose to 

base the avatars after their  physical  appearance were pr imar i ly the ones who hoped 

for expanded configurabi l i ty. Some people star ted with their  physical look as a 

star t ing point  but  then loosely deviated from i t  when creat ing their  avatar  either 

due to technical  l imitat ions or  personal choice. Whether the repl icat ion of physical  

appearance is to serve as a reminder to the user is another quest ion. When asked to 

elaborate on their  choice, one respondent wanted to Òimpose real i ty on a fantasy 

world.Ó Final ly, some respondents enjoyed creat ing unconvent ional  looks just  to 

have fun, claiming There is an escape from the stress of everyday l ife and that  they 

do not always need a reminder of real i ty as they explore a fantasy world. 

  Meeting New People 

Another area of the par t icipant  interviews covered several  aspects of the 

SIDE model by t rying to uncover what k inds of processes occur  when a user of a 

computer-mediated channel does not have sufficient  informat ion about another 

member. The fi rst  quest ion involved a hypothetical  scenar io in which the member 

experiences an ini t ial  encounter with another person. The respondents were asked 
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to explain what they would immediately do in order to deal wi th the scarci ty of 

informat ion that  is a core component of the SIDE model.  

As discussed in the l i terature review, there are a number of ways onl ine 

users can collect  informat ion. The responses gathered in the study supported this 

research. Methods ment ioned in interviews covered act ive, interact ive, extract ive, 

and passive informat ion seeking strategies. Several  people said they always 

checked profi les fi rst . The typical  There profi le can provide basic demographic 

informat ion, length of use, a personal bio, pictures, hyperl inks, as well  as a l ist ing of 

al l  groups to which a member belongs.  Some users choose to make their  profi les 

pr ivate Ð which means only people on their  contacts l ist  are al lowed to view them. 

Interview respondents saw this as more of a barr ier to communicat ion, saying that  

the lack of provided informat ion makes the ini t ial  encounter less worthwhi le 

because they either do not want to ask too many quest ions or that  they do not want 

to be at  a disadvantage when i t  comes to who knows more about the other person. 

Others had di fferent  approaches to ini t ial  encounters, such as direct  

quest ioning. This method usually star ted with perfunctory quest ions, which later 

evolved into personal i ty quest ions or topic discussions. After enough basic data is 

gathered, members then decide whether to add the user to their  contacts l ist  for 

future conversat ion or to slowly distance themselves and find another person to 

communicate with. A few reported exercising extra caut ion when deal ing with 

unknown people onl ine. These users typical ly meet new people through exist ing 

fr iends, who in turn also gather informat ion about the new member of their  social  
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network through exist ing fr iends. This also supports research by Ramirez et al . 

(2002) on data gathering. Final ly, the use of external  hyperl inks is growing in 

popular i ty as a means of learning about new people. In par t icular , onl ine social  

networking si tes such as MySpace and Facebook provide users with more room to 

discuss their  personal and professional interests when compared to the basic 

informat ion found in the average There profi le, and as a resul t , i t  is becoming more 

common to find these l inks in member profi les. 

The two most commonly sought after pieces of informat ion in an ini t ial  

encounter as reported by study par t icipants are age and locat ion. Al though they did 

not always ask for age direct ly, they at tempted to guess an age based on the 

demeanor (e.g., chi ldish, poli te) of the member. Respondents were basical ly looking 

for people who were not act ively at tempt ing to cause gr ief among chat groups and 

could respond intell igent ly to topics at  hand. After age and locat ion, the most 

requested informat ion was interests/clubs and past  experience with vir tual  worlds. 

Al l  but  one of the respondents t r ied to avoid topics of religion and poli t ics in ini t ial  

encounters, which could potent ially have a divisive effect .  

In a di fferent  approach to the SIDE theory, another scenar io involving ini t ial  

encounters Ð this t ime with newbies Ð was proposed to par t icipants. Since SIDE 

theory posi ts that  the anonymity in CMC can lead to ant inormat ive behavior as 

users are not held accountable for their  act ions, this scenar io was intended to look 

at  how users of an exist ing chat group of veteran members would approach a 

newbie. Would the exist ing group see a heightened sensi t ivi ty to the social  norms of 
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the group, resul t ing in ingroup favori t ism and outgroup host i l i ty toward the 

newbie? According to the respondents, this was highly dependent on the Òqual i tyÓ of 

the newbie. In cases where the newbie exhibi ted insensi t ive behavior, most 

members of the group would immediately distance themselves rather than confront  

the behavior openly or pr ivately (through user-to-user channels). However, if the 

newbie was poli te, members would be much more wi l l ing to assist  in answering 

quest ions. Even then, most respondents claimed they do not appreciate newbies 

asking for vi r tual  objects, no matter how nice they are about i t . So, what we do see 

is a smal l  amount of stereotyping based on limited informat ion (Ònewbies are 

cheap;Ó Ònewbies are obnoxiousÓ) and users feeling at  ease with immediately 

shut t ing newbies out  of a conversat ion by either flaming them or put t ing them on 

ignore status. Ignore status wi l l  hide text , mute voice t ransmissions, and block 

instant  messages sent by the ignored member. At  the same t ime, several  newbies do 

tend to act  errat ical ly as the Internet affords them relat ive anonymity, as the SIDE 

model suggests. Some respondents believed that  a handful  of newbies could actual ly 

be veteran members who have created secondary accounts either to gr ief7 members 

without r isk of tarnishing their  reputat ion or  to harvest  vi r tual  i tems via handouts, 

which could in turn get sent  to their  main accounts. 

When par t icipants were asked to descr ibe their  own experiences with online 

host i l i ty, a wide var iety of answers emerged. Al though the major i ty of respondents 

never had a serious problem with this k ind of behavior in There, a few had 

                                                
7 To intent ional ly cause t rouble for  other  members, t ypical ly by breaking establ ished rules of 
conduct . 
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experienced gr iefing that  later escalated into bigger problems, such as stalk ing or 

threats. At  the same t ime, most of these issues were easi ly resolved by ei ther  

moving away from the person to a pr ivate area, confront ing them, contact ing 

customer service, or placing the user on ignore status. In other examples, some 

exist ing chat groups acted with spi te against  members who were not a member of a 

par t icular  social  ci rcle. Again, this does show the SIDE model manifest ing i tself, as 

members of a group are more aware of the speci fic ident i ty of the group i tself, 

rather than general  social  norms. One par t icipant  ment ioned that  she is actually a 

self-proclaimed gr iefer at  t imes, but  does so for fun rather than to consciously act  in 

a host i le manner. In this case, most of the gr iefing was directed at  newbies who 

displayed ignorance of the vir tual  world. Just  as in the physical  world, gr iefing in 

There can be both verbal  and physical , ranging from insul ts to physical  at tacks with 

vehicles and paintball  guns. The system provides ways of inhibi t ing both forms of 

harassment Ð ignore status for verbal  insul ts and force fields for physical  at tacks. 

Force fields act  as invisible barr iers that  prevent avatars from being knocked back 

when i t  makes physical contact  wi th vehicles, paintballs, etc. 

 Communication Features and Limitations 

The next  sect ion of the interview dealt  wi th features of the Social  Informat ion 

Processing Theory, most ly addressing issues of the rate and depth of informat ion 

exchange, t iming of communicat ion, qual i ty of CMC relat ionships over t ime, and 

l imitat ions of communicat ing in an interact ive vir tual  world. To begin, members 

were asked to simply recal l  a t ime, i f any, that  they felt  ThereÕs communicat ion 
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features were insufficient  to express a thought or feeling either verbal ly or 

nonverbal ly. 

Answers to this were spl i t  Ð exact ly hal f of the respondents reported the 

features to be fully adequate for their  needs, whi le the other half felt  there were 

problems with a plethora of areas when compared to FtF sett ings. This included 

issues in semant ics, sarcasm, varying levels of emotion, and gestures involving 

more than one person (e.g., a handshake). Al though par t icipants, for the most par t , 

acknowledged There as being a step in the right  direct ion, they felt  i t  could be 

fur ther expanded. Semant ics have always been an issue in CMC realms. For 

example, typing in al l  capi tal  letters can imply that  one is yell ing, which in many 

onl ine circles is commonly understood as rude behavior. Many novices tend to make 

this mistake either by accident or completely unaware of the impl icat ions. On the 

other hand, voice chat is making i t  easier to understand people better by al lowing 

others to read inflect ions in the voice. As for varying levels of emotion, There has 

begun to address this issue by al lowing some emotions to become st ronger by adding 

an addit ional  Òt ickÓ before i t  (e.g., `sad, ``sad). According to hal f of the respondents 

in this study, members would l ike to see these kinds of features expanded in the 

future. 

Respondents who noted inadequacies in ThereÕs features were asked to 

explain how they addressed these problems. Most stated they ended up having to 

use voice chat, al though this is not always a viable opt ion as not al l  members have 

access to this feature. In other cases, members created or used macros to simulate 
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the appearance of gestures that  do not yet exist  in There. One member ment ioned 

that  she had created a macro to mimic the look of a hug by combining two or more 

exist ing gestures in rapid succession. This kind of ingenuity has become more 

commonplace across There, al though i t  is more confined to veterans of the 

community than newcomers. This potent ially poses a challenge to newbies, as they 

may have t rouble deciphering and/or responding to custom macros. 

Members also recal led changing the look of their  avatars to reflect  their  

moods. This goes back to the discussion ear lier on t ransference through avatars and 

how they can act  as an extension of our  physical  and mental  state. Final ly, some 

members ment ioned that  rather than creat ing new forms of expression through 

CMC as SIPT predicts, they actual ly reverted to spell ing out  their  feel ings direct ly 

in order to express themselves. Al though There has apparent ly dealt  wi th some of 

the core problems of ear l ier modes of CMC, such as communicat ing asynchronously, 

i t  now becomes more a problem with the depth of informat ion exchange, rather than 

the rate.  

Since macros seemed to be one of the most prevalent  and accessible ways of 

expanding forms of expression as suggested by SIPT, respondents were asked to 

elaborate on their  use of macros. This included everything from the motivat ion 

behind creat ing the macro to the purpose of execut ing i t . As discussed before, many 

people created macros to help direct ly with communicat ing. However, i t  seems that  

there were more purposes behind macros than original ly thought. There is an 

interact ive world that  goes beyond just  Òcommunicat ingÓ by actually interact ing 
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with other people and the world around them. Members used macros for everything 

from creat ing movies for one of many vir tual  fi lm studios in There, dancing, 

modeling i tems for commercial  act ivi t ies in world, to automat ing mundane and t ime 

consuming tasks such as t raining their  vi r tual  pets. 

Whether or not this makes CMC more personal when compared to FtF is up 

for discussion. Al l  but  two par t icipants said that  they understood gestures and 

macros as actual  nonverbal  forms of expression as opposed to being simply 

ut i l i tar ian. One member responded that  they Òmake chatt ing a l i t t le more realÓ via 

giving avatars a better means of showing presence of thought behind a vir tual  

character. This includes varying levels of emotion and cleverly thought out  body 

language that  feels natural  to the flow of conversat ion. Others gave simi lar  

responses, but  at  the same t ime pointed out a potent ial  negat ive side of macros. 

Some members use macros just  because they can, whether i t  is for novel ty purposes 

or  to amuse themselves. According to respondents, this can actual ly lead to an 

impersonal atmosphere Ð going against  SIPTÕs predict ion of these forms of 

expression in CMC r ival ing FtF in levels of int imacy over an extended period of 

t ime. 

Members were also asked to discuss the way t iming of communicat ion and 

levels of interact ivi ty, as compared to other forms of CMC and/or FtF, affects the 

way they interact  in There. Respondents rated There on a much more personal level  

than emai ls and instant  messaging services, saying the synchronous communicat ion 

makes conversat ion more l ike a real  FtF encounter because we have less t ime to 
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think through what we want to say Ð some par t icipants regretted having said some 

things in There. Some members ment ioned that  asynchronous media l ike email  can 

lead to a greater amount of misrepresentat ion, but  are better for those who donÕt 

communicate well  extemporaneously. 

ThereÕs level of interact ivi ty seemed to fi t  somewhere between FtF and other 

modes of communicat ion for many respondents. One member said that  There fi ts in 

well  as a Òsecond world for real t ime visual izat ion act ivi t ies and communicat ion.Ó 

Another group reported using There instead of emai l  and telephone conversat ions as 

a way of complement ing exist ing relat ionships in the physical world. As for SIPT, 

these members were more readi ly able to visual ize emotions on their  conversat ion 

par tners than people whose relat ionships were solely based in the CMC realm. 

Given this informat ion, some members st i l l  claimed to be able to form more 

accurate representat ions of people in the long run using There compared to other 

modes of CMC, al though one member was sure to point  out  that  this is st i l l  a 

process that  requires ongoing conversat ion over the long term. Again, this t ies in to 

another factor of SIPT, ant icipat ion of future interact ion. 

To learn more about the qual i ty of long-term fr iendships in There and 

whether they measured up to FtF relat ionships or less-interact ive forms of CMC, 

users were asked to rate There and give detai ls on the quali ty of relat ionships they 

have made in-world. According to the responses, this is where There real ly shines. 

Over hal f of the respondents either reported spending more t ime communicat ing 

with fr iends through There than FtF or having made very close fr iends in There 
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that  they would rate as equal to or higher than FtF relat ionships. One person said 

fr iendships made in There are much l ike fr iendships made in the physical  world, 

but  you do not physical ly see the person. However, seeing the avatar  gave the 

member the feeling that  she was, in fact , seeing the person. Another member 

reported having made a smal l  number of Òvery closeÓ fr iends whose feelings affected 

him on a personal level. 

Regarding the interact ivi ty factor, some members reported that  onl ine 

fr iendships work best  when everyone has the t ime to stay in touch, but  instant  

messaging and emai l  lack the element of Òshar ing experiences,Ó whereas There 

provides users with a way of doing things together just  as they would FtF. This, 

according to members, sets the user experience of There apar t  and deepens the level  

of int imacy of CMC relat ionships.  

Other CMC tools such as AOL Instant Messenger, VoIP8, and emai l  were also 

used by some as a way of both synchronously and asynchronously complement ing 

communicat ion in There, but  many people also rated the long-term qual i ty of 

relat ionships made in these modes equal to There. I t  would seem that  the higher 

level of interact ivi ty in There resul ts in a faster rate and depth of informat ion 

exchange, which br ings the speed of relat ionship development up closer to FtF 

sett ings, but  as SIPT predicts, CMC wi l l  eventual ly become just  as personal as FtF 

Ð only in this case, There seems to reach this level faster than other modes of CMC. 

                                                
8 Voice Over I P Ð al lows the rout ing of voice conversat ions over  the I nternet  or  other  IP based 
networks. 
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In cases where ant icipat ion of future interact ion was low, users reported 

t reat ing encounters much more casually, l imit ing what k ind of informat ion they 

wanted to share because of a lack of t rust  and wi ll ingness to invest  t ime in someone 

they do not see as being worth i t . Of course, this affects the rate of informat ion 

exchange, l imit ing the effect iveness of communicat ion, which shows fur ther 

relevance for SIPT. 

 Fi rst Impressions 

In the final  interview sect ion, quest ions were asked to explore the impact of 

the hyperpersonal model of CMC. Quest ions were designed to examine the role of 

impression management (opt imizat ion of sel f-presentat ion), importance of fi rst  

impressions, k inds of t rai t  informat ion being sought, at t r ibut ions placed on 

informat ion received, and feedback to the sender Ð the Òintensi ficat ion loop.Ó  

To begin, users were asked to descr ibe their method of handl ing fi rst  

encounters, keeping in mind the sal ience of impression management. As expected, 

al l  respondents reported using some form of management to l imit  the amount of 

informat ion they revealed about themselves. Whi le most did so out  of pr ivacy 

concerns, just  as one would in an ini t ial FtF encounter, others used a l imited 

informat ion shar ing strategy in order to get other people to talk about themselves. 

This method of informat ion gathering allows the user to gain valuable details before 

making the decision to cont inue or end a conversat ion with someone they just  met. 

Many par t icipants suggested that  they would become more open to shar ing 
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informat ion after they have established some common ground with a new 

acquaintance. 

As far  as the type of informat ion people are looking for and wil l ing to divulge 

in ini t ial  interact ions, the overwhelming majori ty of respondents said they were 

looking for posi t ive t rai t  informat ion. This also fi ts in wel l  wi th the hyperpersonal 

perspect ive because this shar ing of informat ion on both sides is a key factor in the 

chain of behavioral  confi rmat ion and magnificat ion that  eventual ly leads to inflated 

percept ions of the person on the other  end. Al though fur ther research is required to 

learn more about how this could have an opposi te effect  i f given negat ive t rai t  

informat ion, i t  is safe to assume that  most impression management in CMC fi rst  

encounters wi l l focus on posi t ive t rai ts unless a user is a gr iefer. In cases where 

users exhibi t  gr iefing behavior, they display negat ive t rai ts commonly associated 

with immature or inexperienced users. At  least , in the hyperpersonal model, the 

process is based on an Òopt imizat ionÓ of self-presentat ion. 

In an effort  to explore the possibil i ty of a negat ive intensificat ion loop, 

members were given a hypothetical  si tuat ion in which they are meeting a new 

person who chooses to divulge negat ive t rai t  informat ion about himself. The 

responses given al l  fell  into two broad categories, wi th each category receiving about 

one half of the responses. First , some decided to either ignore the user either 

mental ly or through the cl ient  software. This strategy would at  least  ensure that  

the hyperpersonal intensi ficat ion loop is cut  off before i t  star ted. Those who chose to 

mental ly ignore the negat ive informat ion were of the opinion that  they would not 
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take the informat ion very seriously, since they look at  CMC in vir tual  worlds as 

more of a leisure act ivi ty. The other half of respondents decided that  when given 

negat ive informat ion, they would react  negat ively by throwing out  an opinion or 

causing an argument. As research has suggested, onl ine ÒflamingÓ can often get out  

of hand, given the lack of repercussions resul t ing from a userÕs perceived anonymity 

or a lack of cues beyond the text  (Al len, 2006). 

Other potent ial  factors in the hyperpersonal model include the t iming of 

communicat ion, which in this case is synchronous, as wel l  as the interact ivi ty of the 

medium. I f more informat ion about the user is given through the medium (three-

dimensional avatars with voice as opposed to text-only communicat ion), then we can 

assume that  there is less room for impression management. This is not to say i t  is 

impossible, since even in a FtF scenar io, l imit ing informat ion and many forms of 

decept ion are possible. What makes CMC a bi t  di fferent , however, is the level of 

importance place on fi rst  impressions. 

Whi le over two thirds of par t icipants agreed that  they placed a high value of 

importance on fi rst  impressions, they also admit ted that  there is more room to al ter 

those impressions in the future in There than in physical  encounters. The other 

third of par t icipants stated that  fi rst  impressions in There were not important  at  

al l . Many said that  even in extreme cases, i t  would not be out  of the quest ion to 

readi ly give people a second chance, while, according to one member, in a FtF 

sett ing, this would not be the case. When asked to descr ibe what quali t ies they 

would descr ibe as posi t ive and most important  in ini t ial  encounters, the top two 
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responses were fr iendl iness and intell igence. When deal ing with new members in 

There, technical  issues, slow response t imes, and the learning curve of the cl ient  

software could hide these two qual i t ies. Therefore, users were sure to point  out  that  

they would be wi ll ing to give people more t ime to make an impression before 

deciding whether to stay or move on. 

In conclusion, the responses go in l ine with the idea of intensificat ion loops as 

suggested by the hyperpersonal model. Exploratory research in this study also 

suggests that  the removal of opt imizat ion of self-presentat ion and addit ion of 

shar ing negat ive t rai ts wi l l  lead to a negat ive percept ion of the user, which, in turn, 

cancels out  the behavioral  confi rmat ion and magnificat ion. In order to learn more 

about the three models, the second par t  of the study uses par t icipant-observat ion to 

understand their  processes in act ion. 

Group Observation Sessions 

The second component of data collect ion involved put t ing al l  18 par t icipants 

into one of three randomly assigned groups. As ment ioned before, al l  avatar  names 

used in this sect ion have been al tered. Random group assignments turned out  to be 

balanced among gender. Group A was composed of 3 male and 3 female avatars, 

Group B had 4 female and 2 male avatars, and Group C was made up of 3 male and 

3 female avatars. Al l  groups had the researcher (male avatar) act ing as the seventh 

par t icipant . For an il lustrat ion of how the groups were composed by gender, as well  

as a visual  approximat ion of the semicircle chat  format ion There uses, see Appendix 

E. This group composit ion matches closely with ThereÕs overal l  demographics. The 
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following sect ion makes use of the randomly generated names for each par t icipant  

when descr ibing events that  occurred. Appendix E shows each avatarÕs name and 

locat ion as they stood dur ing the observat ion sessions. 

 Social  Information Processing Theory (SIPT) 

 In order to analyze what was observed in the three sessions, this sect ion is 

broken down to three areas Ð one for each theoretical  model. To begin, the SIPT 

model is considered. At  the hear t  of this theory are factors of the rate and/or depth 

of informat ion exchange. Possible influences to this var iable include the t iming of 

communicat ion and ant icipat ion of fur ther interact ion. Some past  research has also 

pointed to t ime l imitat ions of CMC as being an influence too, as one would assume 

i t  takes more t ime to t ransmit  the same amount of informat ion in CMC than i t  

would in a FtF sett ing. However, this study uses interact ivi ty as an addit ional  

factor, as many previous studies were based on less-interact ive modes of 

communicat ion. 

 For example, one immediate di fference between There and most other forms 

of CMC is the userÕs avatar . In the interviews, most par t icipants ment ioned that  the 

design of their  avatar  was significant  in some way. Each member of the group had a 

dist inct  look that  carr ied informat ion about the user. For example, Hans from 

Group A chose to wear a sui t  which he mentioned ear lier in his interview as 

reflect ing his real  l ife career. The speed at  which members learn about each other is 

central  to the SIPT, so i t  seems apparent that  the increased level of interact ivi ty 

also increases the depth of informat ion exchanged. The real-t ime communicat ion in 
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There also addresses the t iming of communicat ion to a large extent , barr ing 

technical  difficul t ies. Final ly, the avai labi l i ty of online profi le informat ion seemed to 

play a large par t  in the ini t ial  encounters. Many quest ions were pul led from user 

profi les, for example, Adelle of Group C asked Steven, ÒYour profi le says you enjoy 

photography, what kind of photography do you do?Ó In another case, Rastus of 

Group B had a private profile, and other members of that  group either asked why 

the profi le was marked pr ivate or expressed sl ight  disappointment that  they could 

not gather informat ion on that  person. 

 Across al l  groups, as soon as the events began, a group conversat ion was 

formed, with al l seven par t icipants standing in a semicircle for  easier viewing of 

each personÕs chat text . Al l  but  Group B had ful l voice chat capabi l i ty. Katherine of 

Group B had technical  problems gett ing voice chat to work, so she was unable to 

hear  voice t ransmissions that  members used ini t ial ly. After point ing out  that  she 

could not hear , the group used text  chat  for the remainder of the session. Ini t ially, 

conversat ions star ted off slowly Ð members fi rst  had to Òbreak the iceÓ with those 

they had not met before. Groups B and C had two or more members who had 

already met in There, so those conversat ions began with recognit ion of the other 

member as well  as some recollect ion of past  events between those par t ies. Short ly 

thereafter, the subgroups opened up to the other par t icipants present in order to 

direct  the flow of conversat ion. 

 Most of the communicat ion ini t ial ly observed between all  par t icipants was 

close to what was expected based on the review of l i terature. The t iming was qui te 
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rapid ini t ial ly, but  slowed down toward the end as more substant ial  quest ions 

began to emerge. I t  appears that  the slowdown was more due to more t ime and 

thought being put  into quest ions before they were asked rather than reluctance to 

answer them. Viewing t imestamps in the chat logs or voice communicat ions in a 

digi tal  recording of the session served as a way of measur ing t iming of 

communicat ion. Across al l  groups, the fi rst  30 minutes had an average of 8.4 

quest ions asked per member and 6.7 quest ions answered per member. The second 

30 minutes saw a decl ine to 5.6 quest ions asked and 4.8 answered per member. This 

suggests that  al though the rate decl ined, the depth increased. 

 Ini t ial  quest ions matched the interview resul ts, as most par t icipants star ted 

off wi th simple quest ions of age and locat ion. Other ini t ial quest ions included 

occupat ion and how long people have been a member of There. Interest ingly, after 

basic informat ion gathering, Groups A and C both moved on to discussing topics 

related to experiences within the vir tual  wor ld before shi ft ing to issues concerning 

the physical world. Group B did not focus on topics involving There besides length of 

use quest ions and two quest ions about a user group l isted in PamÕs member profi le. 

Closer to the second half of the sessions, more focused quest ions began to emerge. 

For example, Hans of Group A began asking Zackery specific technical  quest ions 

about web si te design tools. 

 SIPT suggests that  in order to address l imitat ions in any given mode of CMC, 

users would ei ther use features or create new means of expression. Support ing what 

was said in the interviews, most users appeared to be content  with the 
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communicat ion features There provides, al though two long-term members, Lynette 

of Group A and Er in of Group B, used addit ional  macros dur ing the observed t ime 

period. Almost al l  par t icipants made use of some form of nonverbal  cues. More 

experienced, long-term members chose to ÒhideÓ their  gesture commands from 

displaying in chat  bubbles by adding an addit ional  t ick mark (e.g. `smi le`). Al though 

hidden from view, these commands were st i l l  recorded in the chat log by the cl ient  

software. The reason for hiding gesture commands is to make facial  expressions and 

other gestures appear more natural  and subt le. 

 Users also made use of voice chat when possible. With the except ion of Group 

B, those who felt  comfortable used voice chat. Groups A and C had a higher rate of 

exchange than Group B, which is most l ikely due to the ease of voice chat. This 

added another layer to the interact ivi ty level  and al lowed for more informat ion to be 

t ransmit ted, both on a quest ions-per-minute basis as well  as by reading inflect ions 

in peoplesÕ voices. Those who used voice chat were able to have mult iple 

conversat ions as they responded vocal ly to non-voice usersÕ text  chat  bubbles. This 

means that  i t  takes less t ime for the same amount of informat ion to be sent and 

processed. However, one would assume that  according to SIPT, users who can send 

and process informat ion more readi ly (through voice chat) would also be less l ikely 

to require the use of macros, emoticons, acronyms and other new forms of 

expression unique to CMC to address a deficiency in the rate and/or depth of 

informat ion exchange. This was not the case in observed sessions Ð users of voice 
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chat used gestures and custom macros the same amount as users without voice 

chat. 

 The factor of ant icipated future interact ion appeared to play a l imited role 

across al l  observed sessions. Each session saw the format ion of at  least  one new 

fr iendship. In these cases, members asked i f i t  would be acceptable to add each 

other to their  fr iends l ist . These members also had a higher number of exchanges 

compared to the mean and also appeared to find several  things in common. In 

contrast , Rastus of Group B had a pr ivate profi le, which appeared to turn off other 

members. The number of personal quest ions asked and answered by Rastus fel l  

below the mean at  3.5 and 3.2 respect ively. This could be explained by SIPT as a 

reduct ion in both depth and rate of informat ion exchange affect ing ant icipated 

future interact ion between Group BÕs members and Rastus. Par t ing comments were 

also used as a way of measur ing an indicat ion of wil l ingness to have future 

interact ion. In many cases, users who found appealing chat par tners left  wi th 

phrases such as ÒSee you tomorrow,Ó or ÒIÕl l  look for you at  my event later.Ó Those 

who did not indicate any wi ll ingness for future interact ion with group members 

tended to only say goodbye to the host , rather than others in the group. 

 In conclusion, the relevance of SIPT with the added factor of interact ivi ty was 

fair ly strong. Rate and depth of informat ion exchange appeared to be qui te high, 

al though fur ther research would be needed to compare these levels to other modes 

of CMC and FtF encounters. Group B had a less media-r ich environment due to the 

lack of voice chat, and the rate of informat ion exchange reflected that , but  the depth 
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of quest ions and responses given followed the same pattern as the other groups. 

There was evidence of par t icipants using intui t ive means of expression (macros, 

third-par ty software add-ons) as SIPT predicts, al though the increase of 

interact ivi ty and thus rate of informat ion exchange did not seem to have any impact 

on their  use. Group B used the same amount of these tools as the voice Groups A 

and C. Final ly, the researcher observed a higher than average amount of 

communicat ion between users who ant icipated future contact . 

 Social  Identi ty Model  of De-individuation Effects (SIDE) 

 The second set of factors observed relates to the SIDE model. The core par t  of 

this model suggests that  the ini t ial  lack of informat ion about others resul t ing from 

visual  anonymity and a lack of cues compared to FtF interact ion leads to a number 

of effects, ranging from the creat ion of social  ident i t ies for groups that  are not based 

on general norms, ingroup favori t ism, stereotyping, and host i l i ty to outgroup 

members. 

 In the observed sessions, several members immediately began to engage in 

uncertainty reduct ion strategies by gathering informat ion about others in the chat 

group. As discussed before, this began with the most basic quest ions, in addit ion to 

browsing member profi les. However, the SIDE model also involves the way in which 

members present themselves not just  by the informat ion they decide to share, but  

also by their  behavior. Al though the majori ty of members chose to act  poli tely 

dur ing the course of the hour , Group C provided a unique opportuni ty for examining 

the SIDE model. 
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 Short ly after people introduced themselves, Jerrold of Group C began to 

engage in some errat ic behavior. This ranged from asking oddbal l  quest ions to 

moving around the chat group semicircle to stand next  to other people in an at tempt 

to repeatedly execute gestures in a way that was unbeneficial  to the conversat ions 

taking place. This could be noted as one of the de-individuat ion effects ment ioned in 

the SIDE model. What is even more interest ing to note is how quickly the rest  of the 

group shut him out  of the conversat ion. About hal f way through the session, Jerrold 

star ted behaving normal ly again, which could possibly be the resul t  of Jerrold 

becoming more aware of the norms and behaviors expected by others in the group. 

This also supports what members reported regarding the reduced importance of 

fi rst  impressions and how they can often be overshadowed by a change in behavior. 

 SIDE predicts that  based on the l imited amount of informat ion that  flows in 

ini t ial  CMC encounters, people begin to form group ident i t ies to help as guidelines 

of what is acceptable. Also, in this case, the group appeared to be reinforced in 

response to JerroldÕs behavior. Al though poli te behavior is considered to be more of 

a societal  norm, i t  is important  to point  out  that  in this case, i t  just  happened to also 

become a group norm. For example, if more people in the group were misbehaving, 

SIDE predicts that  Jerrold would have felt  less incl ined to conform to the group 

norms that  were being establ ished. 

 Cont inuing with the observat ion of the format ion of group norms, Group B 

had a similar  case where a member named Amanda was streaming music through 

voice chat. What makes Group B different  was that  al though assignment was 
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random, four  of the six group members were veteran users who already met each 

other at  some point  in their  t ime in There. The general consensus in There is to 

avoid streaming music in voice chat unless the rest  of the group approves i t . Almost 

instant ly, the four  veteran members carr ied over their  experience from ThereÕs 

ÒsocietyÓ as a whole which helped establ ish the groupÕs ident i ty. They kindly asked 

Amanda to stop, after which she did. The veteran members were quick to explain 

why streaming was a problem. The last  member of the group, Katherine, appeared 

to be indifferent  to the whole si tuat ion since her voice chat capabi l i ty was not 

funct ioning properly. 

 Group A was the only group where nobody knew each other coming into the 

session. Two of the most act ive contr ibutors to the conversat ion were computer 

hobbyists. Zackery and JadenÕs avatars were also dressed to represent their  

interests, one wear ing a shir t  simi lar  to the black and green pat terns seen in the 

science-fict ion fi lm The Matr ix. Al though three of the other group members 

commented that  they did not understand the computer jargon Zackery and Jaden 

were using, they soon began to abandon their  side conversat ions and join Zackery 

and Jaden. Hans began asking several  quest ions about bui lding computers, and 

al though Zackery and Jaden had to al ter their  communicat ions to be 

understandable to the group as a whole, what we saw was the emergence of a group 

ident i ty of computer hobbyists. Not only did the conversat ion just  turn to the topic 

of computers, members were also asked to join related clubs and at tend future 

events. At tempts to br ing up other topics appeared to fai l, as those conversat ions 
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were either drowned out  by the current  topic of discussion or by general  disinterest . 

Other par ts of the SIDE model also came into play. One member, Sherr ie, t r ied for 

most of the hour  to distance herself from the computer conversat ion, but  soon found 

that  others were making assumpt ions about her lack of expert ise. Other members of 

the group became less wil l ing to engage her in conversat ions unt i l  she began to 

show interest  in the group discussion, showing signs of ingroup favori t ism and the 

use of stereotypes based on l imited informat ion Ð in this case, Sherr ieÕs relat ive lack 

of computer knowledge. 

 Other aspects of the SIDE model appeared to have no relevance in any of the 

sessions. The use of cues did not have any observed change in how people reduced 

uncertaint ies of each other. Al though many people used gestures to express feelings 

dur ing their  conversat ions, they did not have a noticeable impact on group ident i ty 

or scarci ty of informat ion on others. Members did acknowledge gestures, for 

example, noting that  a humorous comment was well  received (e.g., lol or rofl9), but  

they did not appear to carry informat ion relevant to the establ ishment of group 

norms. In the case of Jerrold or Amanda, other group members used more direct  

means of establ ishing acceptable norms of behavior. 

 Other pieces of the SIDE model were also relevant as i t  appeared that  the 

higher level of interact ivi ty in There influenced the outcome of Group A to an 

extent , as avatar  design carr ied with i t  some informat ion about the users behind 

them. Several  de-individuat ion effects were also observed, such as ant inormat ive 

behavior and assumed unaccountabil i ty for act ions. This behavior changed over 
                                                
9 Commonly used chat  acronyms for  Òlaughing out  loud,Ó and Òrol l ing on floor  laughingÓ 
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t ime to match group norms, and, as SIDE predicts, people who did not conform to 

group norms were viewed as outsiders. Al though there was no direct  outgroup 

host i l i ty in any of the observed sessions, the researcher observed generalizat ions 

being made of some members by the group in general. There was defini te evidence 

for increased social at t ract ion to conforming group members, especial ly in cases 

where members had exist ing knowledge of each other pr ior to the observat ion 

events. 

 Hyperpersonal  Perspective 

 Final ly, the last  model examined is the hyperpersonal perspect ive. This view 

is highly dependent upon characterist ics of the channel, so the observat ion sessions 

provide a good way of seeing how There compares to less-r ich forms of CMC. There 

was evidence of members in al l groups engaging in some form of impression 

management. Natural ly, aside from the two users who were ini t ial ly disrupt ive in 

Groups B and C, people opted to share only neutral  or posi t ive aspects of their  

personal i t ies. 

 There was also strong evidence for the intensi ficat ion loop concept. For the 

most par t , users displayed direct  acknowledgement to posi t ive statements people 

made about themselves dur ing the impression format ion process. Those who 

pr imar i ly shared more informat ion about themselves Ð the senders Ð cont inued 

along their  l ines of discussion as the receivers of that  informat ion cont inued to ask 

more quest ions and become social ly at t racted to the senders. Given the synchronous 

characterist ic of There, these loops were done at  a much higher rate, giving senders 
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less t ime to come up with responses. Al though nobody stumbled in their  responses 

to rapid fi re quest ioning dur ing observed sessions, those who were less ar t iculate in 

their  communicat ion through There had a reduced abi l i ty to manage impressions, 

and as an observed resul t , had less intensive feedback loops. 

 One example that  took place helps examine the role of increased interact ivi ty 

versus reduced cues in the hyperpersonal model. There was a conflict  between the 

appearance of a Just inÕs avatar  and the informat ion he was providing about his 

personal i ty. Al though there was nothing wrong with the statements he made about 

himself, his avatar  was st i l l  wear ing a lookset that  at  least  two other members of 

the group read as conflict ing with his personal i ty. The user in quest ion descr ibed 

himself wi th an exaggerated sense of toughness and aggressiveness, yet according 

to those who quest ioned him, his avatar  looked innocent and harmless. After the 

quest ions of his ident i ty, the feedback loop appeared to cease Ð fewer quest ions were 

directed toward Just in and he became more distanced from the group. 

 In another case, interact ivi ty provided more cues that  were used to form 

impressions. Hans of Group AÕs decision to wear a sui t  led to him receiving a 

number of compl iments on his appearance. Lynette in par t icular  asked Hans many 

quest ions, fi rst  want ing to know who designed the vir tual  sui t  and later want ing to 

know more about HansÕ real  l i fe interests. There was obvious evidence that  an 

intensi ficat ion loop was beginning between the two, reinforced by HansÕ physical l i fe 

descr ipt ionÕs confi rmat ion of his avatar  appearance. Users focused on the 

appearance of avatars and regarded them as symbolic of the physical  users behind 
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them. People with non-defaul t  avatar  appearances also created inflated percept ions 

across the loop, whereas there was less at t ract ion to people who wore basic, non-

designer clothing. Fur thermore, people with a good working knowledge of macros 

and gestures appeared to be able to share more informat ion and improve their  

image to recipients. 

 Again, support ing what was reported in interview responses, there was no 

evidence of negat ive feedback loops, such as negat ive responses leading to 

arguments that  get out  of hand. However, the removal of opt imizing self-

presentat ion appeared to prevent loops from occurr ing. Jerrold, the member in 

Group C who acted unpredictably, at  fi rst  did not take par t  in the conversat ion as 

other members chose to ignore him. Later on, when Jerrold changed his behavior, 

he did in fact  become a sender who had a posi t ive feedback loop star t  wi th Caroline. 

Unfortunately, this process star ted too late into the observat ion session to tell  

where i t  was headed. This does provide evidence for reduced importance on fi rst  

impressions and greater importance on impression management based on group 

ident i ty and responses from par t icipantsÕ interview data, as SIDE suggests. 

 Interview data largely supported the observat ion sessions. For the most par t , 

people chose to share posi t ive aspects of their  personal i t ies in the ini t ial  encounters. 

Al though they put  some weight  on the importance of impression management, 

par t icipants also appeared to be more open to giving others more flexibi l i ty in the 

ways they choose to present themselves. As members descr ibed before, fi rst  

impressions were capable of being al tered, as even disrupt ive group members were 
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given a second chance to par t icipate later in the conversat ions. Posi t ive and neutral  

t rai t  informat ion was almost always sought, whereas negat ive t rai t  informat ion was 

avoided when possible. This supports the interview responses, as par t icipants 

claimed that  they normal ly look for poli teness, intell igence, and humor. Dur ing the 

group events, these claims were supported as these posi t ive t rai ts helped star t  

posi t ive feedback loops between senders and receivers. 

 What this means for the hyperpersonal perspect ive as a whole is that  al l 

par ts of the model did, in fact , come in to play dur ing the observed t ime periods. As 

can be expected, the synchronous communicat ion capabi l i ty of There could have 

reduced some of the ambigui ty of user-to-user communicat ion, as a second medium 

is not required for t ransmission (Chan, 2005). This also helped some, especially the 

veteran users who had more experience and a higher level of comfort  wi th the 

software, make posi t ive impressions on other  users and begin intensi ficat ion loops. 

Interact ivi ty also appeared to play a large par t , as use of voice chat, gestures, and 

macros helped in impression management. Again, no signs of a negat ive feedback 

loop was evident, though this could be due to the r ichness of ThereÕs communicat ion 

features prevent ing such problems from erupt ing. According to Al len (2006), 

flaming is largely the resul t  of lack of visual context . Users in text-only CMC often 

misinterpret communicat ions, such as i rony or sarcasm, which lead to mi ld insul ts, 

and then escalate from there into flaming wars. In al l , the hyperpersonal 

perspect ive was supported by the observed data. 
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V. DISCUSSION &  CONCLUSION 

Answer ing Research Questions 

 Based on the findings, we can begin to answer the original research quest ions 

ment ioned ear l ier. The pr imary purpose of the study was to examine what role 

interact ivi ty had in the three theoretical  perspect ives on CMC. The fi rst  research 

quest ion asked i f interact ivi ty had an observed effect  on how people approached 

each other in CMC encounters. 

 Interview data shows that  members rated interact ivi ty features highly, 

recognizing their  important  role in a world l ike There. However, in specific reference 

to fi rst  encounters, the majori ty of respondents did not feel  that  the interact ivi ty 

level had an effect . Instead, they reported basing these encounters more on mood 

and a feeling of community. However, in other follow-up quest ions, members 

ment ioned fi rst  encounters to be a more act ive and personal experience given the 

r ichness of the channel. Fur thermore, the stereotyping behavior members reported 

about newbies being read by their  avatarÕs appearance is also an example of 

interact ivi ty having an effect  on ini t ial  encounters. In this case, the newbie is at  an 

immediate disadvantage because of his appearance. Expanding on this, par t icipants 

also acknowledged the importance of their  avatarÕs look, which could play a role in 

CMC encounters. 

 Based on observed data, members made extensive use of interact ive features 

dur ing the group sessions. Groups that  used voice chat had a higher rate of 

informat ion exchange, which in turn influenced the quali ty of the conversat ion as a 
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whole. The faster users could get past  the ini t ial  stage of exchanging basic 

informat ion about each other, the sooner they could star t  asking more speci fic, 

meaningful  quest ions. There was also general  support  for interact ivi ty having an 

effect  on the avatar  level . The hyperpersonal perspect ive shows that  members who 

had a higher level of mastery of the cl ient  software had better fi rst  encounters than 

those who did not. The SIPT showed members having a higher rate and depth of 

communicat ion with increased channel r ichness, and the SIDE model showed some 

evidence of avatars being read at  face value, leading to stereotyping behaviors. To 

answer RQ1, depending on which perspect ive you look at , interact ivi ty played a 

smal l  to substant ial  role in CMC encounters. 

 To better understand the fundamental problem of informat ion scarci ty that  

the three theoretical  perspect ives ment ion, the second quest ion was to look at  the 

strategies CMC users use to deal wi th the ini t ial  lack of informat ion on their  

communicat ion par tners. As discussed in the interviews, members made use of the 

four  informat ion-seeking strategies ment ioned by Ramirez et al . (2002). This was 

also supported in the observed sessions, evident by the fact  that  users raised 

concern about one memberÕs pr ivate profi le.  

Members reported using a balanced approach to uncertainty reduct ion, 

including giving limited informat ion upon request , not openly volunteering personal 

informat ion, and at tempt ing to know at  least  as much about other users as they 

know about the member. Obviously, members felt  the need to have an idea of whom 

they were talk ing to. This was supported in the observed sessions, as members 
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ini t ial ly requested basic informat ion about each other before feel ing comfortable 

enough to move on to other topics. 

Each model ment ions an informat ion l imitat ion in CMC. SIPT is most ly 

concerned with the rate and depth of informat ion exchange, not the cues fi l tered out  

by the channel. SIDE is based on the l imited amount of informat ion on others, and 

the hyperpersonal perspect ive is based on impression management and what 

informat ion people choose to make avai lable. Answering RQ2, across al l  

perspect ives, uncertainty reduct ion strategies were observed Ð extensive use of 

ThereÕs most interact ive features to address l imitat ions in SIPT, mult iple modes of 

informat ion gathering to address l imitat ions in SIDE, and impression management 

in the hyperpersonal perspect ive. 

The next  research quest ion dealt  mainly with the SIPT. I t  asks i f CMC users 

create new strategies of informat ion seeking and shar ing or i f the interact ivi ty level 

of There is sufficient  to al low an acceptable var iety of methods for doing so. Since 

There provides a highly interact ive, synchronous plat form for communicat ion, 

members were most ly sat isfied with what the technology had to offer. Most 

important ly, i t  seems the addit ion of voice chat eliminates a lot of the ear l ier 

problems with expression, al though access to this feature is somewhat l imited. As 

predicted by SIPT, users wi l l  find ways of addressing channel l imitat ions. Al though 

There is much less l imited than the text-only channels that  were common many 

years ago, users were observed doing this through the use of macros. At  the 

moment, members feel a l imitat ion of There is the lack of gestures involving more 
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than one avatar . Since most of the current ly avai lable gestures involve avatars 

moving within their  personal space, macro developers have created movements to 

simulate avatars interact ing with each other  physical ly to provide an extra level  of 

interact ivi ty.  

To answer RQ3, i t  would appear that  users, for the most par t , are sat isfied 

with the level of interact ivi ty when given the opt ion of voice chat, but  i t  is clear  that  

users are act ively dealing with any l imitat ions just  as SIPT predicts. As 

communicat ion technologies become more complex, the access and expert ise 

required to address limitat ions also becomes more of a problem. For example, voice 

chat in There does not work as well  for members who have slower connect ions and 

older computer systems, and at  the moment  i t  remains an extra feature that  

members need to sign up for. Use of third-par ty macro programs requires 

knowledge of instal l ing and sett ing them up for use, which for some casual users of 

the vir tual  world may be too much t rouble. Therefore, al though SIPT cont inues to 

take shape across different  modes of CMC, it  is not always as easy as typing an 

emoticon. 

The last  set of research quest ions examined the hyperpersonal perspect iveÕs 

idea of intensificat ion loops. To begin, RQ4a asks the quest ion of how sal ient  

impression management is in ini t ial  CMC encounters. The research shows clear  

evidence for users employing act ive impression management strategies. Al l  

respondents indicated in their  interviews that  they consciously l imited what 

informat ion they choose to share. Al though CMC afforded them relat ive anonymity, 
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part icipants st i l l  made choices about what they wanted to say about themselves and 

what others might  think about them when given the informat ion. As expected, most 

people were looking for posi t ive t rai t  informat ion, and in turn, that  is what people 

were most l ikely to share. 

Answering RQ4b, avatar  design was important  to most par t icipants, 

al though the quest ion of how Òreflect iveÓ of the actual  user can give mixed answers. 

The conclusion most respondents arr ived at  was that  avatars do not necessar i ly 

have to be a reflect ion of our  physical  form, but  instead can be a means of 

expressing any dimension of our  personal i t ies, including interests, beliefs, moods, 

and values. Al though some people choose to design their  avatarÕs looks from their  

own, those who do not are not act ively engaging in any form of decept ion. Rather, 

they are st i l l  using the avatar  as an extension of their  personal i ty, just  in a 

di fferent  way. This also supports the idea of t ransference, discussed in the 

l i terature review.  

Final ly, RQ4c asks if users become more or less affect ionate toward 

communicat ion par tners in CMC based on the l imited informat ion provided by 

other users. More speci fical ly, in this research, this could mean a greater 

wi l l ingness to engage in conversat ion with another person, a showing of posi t ive 

support  for expressed behaviors, or interest  in cont inuing communicat ion after the 

ini t ial  encounter. For the most par t , the interact ivi ty level did not have an effect  on 

how involved people became Ð which actual ly goes back to SIPT, which discards the 
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cues fi l tered out  approach and suggests that  any mode of CMC can eventual ly r ival  

FtF, noting that  some just  take more t ime than others.  

However, what did have an observed effect  on people becoming closer to each 

other was impression management. Users who did a good job of present ing 

themselves to the group Ð including mastery of the software and providing smart  

responses to quest ions Ð had a much easier t ime making new fr iends than those 

who did not. Based on the l imited informat ion users had on each other, they began 

basing impressions on what l i t t le informat ion they had Ð which in almost al l  cases 

was posi t ive. Therefore, recipients of this informat ion would often focus on the 

pr imary informat ion senders, acknowledging the posi t ive t rai t  informat ion they 

were shar ing and encouraging more as they expressed more interest . Al l  of the 

par t icipants who pr imar i ly played the role of informat ion sender had at  least  one 

other person in the group who ant icipated future interact ion after the observat ion 

session.  

This makes i t  clear  that  the abi l i ty in CMC to manage l imited informat ion 

can improve the outcome of ini t ial  encounters. Use of gestures and macros seemed 

to have a smal l  effect  on how users evaluated each otherÕs self-presentat ion. As the 

hyperpersonal perspect ive would suggest , voice chat also appeared to make a 

di fference here. Users are, in a sense, providing more informat ion by using their  

voice. Voice chat helped with the speed at  which par t icipants could share 

informat ion, which meant that  they were able to get to deeper quest ions sooner 

than those who did not. I t  also helped by providing extra conversat ional  cues, 
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removing some ambigui ty that  could have resul ted in a text-only sett ing. Fur ther 

observat ion is necessary to tell  if voice users are equally able to use impression 

management strategies when compared to text-only users. 

Appl ication of Theories 

In conclusion, all  three theories were considerably relevant in the new CMC 

sett ing, al though this research suggests that  interact ivi ty may play a larger role 

than original ly thought. Even though many par t icipants commented that  increased 

interact ivi ty did not play a large role in CMC encounters compared to other 

channels such as instant  messaging and emai l , they acknowledged the importance 

of the enhanced feature set that  vi r tual  worlds l ike There provide. Fur thermore, 

observat ions seemed to contradict  the supposedly smal l  role interact ivi ty played in 

the encounters. The influence of avatar  movement, voice chat, macro usage, and 

interact ion with vir tual  objects was constant  across al l  groups and largely 

supported by the three theoretical  perspect ives used by the study (Postmes, Spears, 

and Lea, 1998; Walther, 1992, 1996). 

Relevance of SIPT overal l  was high, wi th several  elements, including 

ant icipated future contact , t ime l imitat ions of CMC, t iming of communicat ion, and 

rate/depth of exchange al l  playing some part  in the recorded data. As SIPT predicts, 

CMC wi l l  r ival  FtF, but  that  is more of a quest ion of Òwhen,Ó not Òif.Ó As suggested 

by the theory, the greater rate and depth of exchange al lowed by a r ich channel 

(which carr ies more informat ion) al lows these ÒFtF qual i tyÓ relat ionships to form 

much faster than older CMC channels. Also, there was evidence of users addressing 
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l imitat ions in the channel by creat ing macros and other paralanguage exclusive to 

the medium. In the end, we can conclude that  interact ivi ty does, in fact , play a large 

role in SIPT. 

The SIDE model was also generally relevant in most cases. Al though there 

was not much ant inormat ive behavior observed, those who did engage in such 

behavior were quickly singled out . The role of visual  anonymity in There as i t  

relates to avatars became an interest ing quest ion. Al though avatars provide other 

users with a humanoid character representat ion of a person, interview data and 

observed data suggests that  the avatar  is not  always a physical  representat ion of a 

person. Avatars do, however, act  as a representat ion of some dimension of our  

personal i ty. Fur ther research is necessary in studying gr iefing behavior brought on 

as a resul t  of de-individuat ing effects of CMC as i t  relates to avatar  use. At  the core 

of the SIDE model is the lack of informat ion on others. There, to a large degree, 

makes finding the most sought after informat ion readi ly available. As conversat ions 

progressed, the lack of informat ion was reduced, but  we st i l l  saw clear  signs of 

group norm development. Al though at  t imes the group norms reflected more 

common norms found across the community, i t  seems possible that  the opposi te 

effect  could easily have taken place. I t  is important  to note that  from observed data, 

the level of interact ivi ty i tself did not appear to influence the format ion of group 

norms, al though i t  did increase the speed at  which group norms were created. Smal l  

signs of in-group favori t ism and out-group stereotyping were evident, al though 

future observat ion sessions would have helped to see these scenar ios play out .  
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Final ly, the hyperpersonal model appeared to have the strongest  relevance of 

the three. At  the hear t  of the perspect ive is a dependency upon channel 

characterist ics. Therefore, as assumed, the higher interact ivi ty provided by There 

had a direct  influence on how well  members were able to engage in impression 

management ski l ls. The members who had a better mastery of the software, 

including avatar  design and avatar  movement as well  as conversat ional  ski l ls, had 

an easier t ime finding other people to talk to. In turn, the subgroups that  engaged 

in side conversat ions began to display signs of behavioral  confi rmat ion and 

magnificat ion as predicted by the hyperpersonal model. In Group BÕs case, voice 

chat was kept to a minimum by choice of the other members in the group to address 

KatherineÕs inabi li ty to par t icipate in voice conversat ion. There was no noticeable 

di fference as a resul t  across the three groups, al though more informat ion was 

exchanged in the voice chat groups. Timing of communicat ion tends to be a factor in 

the hyperpersonal model, so fur ther research could also look at  impression 

management capabi li ty in vir tual  worlds between text  chat  and voice chat. 

L imi tations 

Al though this study does show varying levels of relevance for the three 

perspect ives, there were some l imitat ions that  must be acknowledged. First , the 

length of the observat ion sessions was only one hour  for each group. Anything 

longer would have exceeded the scope of the research, as analyzing the data can be 

t ime consuming. In a perfect  si tuat ion, members would have been observed over 

longer periods of t ime to al low fur ther examinat ion of affect ion toward 
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communicat ion par tners and the role of the hyperpersonal perspect iveÕs 

intensi ficat ion loops. This would also al low for a better understanding of the qual i ty 

of long-term CMC relat ionships versus FtF. 

Relat ing to this is the fact  that  this study only involved members who were 

wi l l ing to par t icipate. The original  goal  of the project  was to conduct  a t rue 

ethnography, but  this turned out  to be unfeasible due to the amount of data that  

would need to be collected and the di fficul ty of gett ing permission from everybody in 

a large onl ine community of thousands of people. Perhaps looking at  behavior in an 

unplanned observat ion event would provide researchers with a better look at  

ant inormat ive behaviors and reduce some of the expected social  desirabi l i ty effects. 

Even so, the exploratory nature of this study provides valuable data on how people 

interact  in r ich CMC environments. Al though the data from this study cannot be 

expanded to cover a general  populat ion, future research with larger sample sizes 

can build on this study to look at  other vir tual  worlds and communicat ion 

technologies to look for consistency. 

Another possible l imitat ion of the study is that  there were no follow-up 

quest ionnaires given after the observat ion sessions to ask evaluat ive quest ions. 

Quest ions could have been focused on the qual i ty of contact  users made dur ing their  

conversat ions, speci fic use of ThereÕs communicat ion features, and more elaborat ion 

on ant icipated future interact ion.  
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Suggestions for Fur ther  Study 

Since this research gives us some more insight  into interact ivi ty and i ts effect  

on CMC, there are several  ways that  future research could expand on this study. 

For example, there was no real  opportuni ty in this study to examine gr iefing 

act ivi ty. A quest ion of whether gr iefersÕ choice of communicat ing when given the 

opt ion of r icher channels such as voice chat could be one such idea. For example, do 

gr iefers use less-r ich modes of CMC in order  to protect  a sense of anonymity? 

Another study could look at  voice chat and impression management 

strategies. In this study, voice chat did not seem to have an effect  on impression 

management capabi li ty. Unfortunately, the quest ion of why this is the case 

remains. More observat ion needs to be conducted in order to tell  if this is always the 

case. 

Another area of research involves improving interfaces between the user and 

the vir tual  world. This already seems l ike the natural  direct ion of vi r tual  world 

development. With this progression comes the concept of interface t ransparency, 

embodiment of avatars and i ts surrounding effects. Fur ther study is needed to ful ly 

understand what happens when people can ÒbecomeÓ their  avatars on a higher 

level, for example, controll ing the avatarÕs movement by advanced vir tual  reali ty-

types of input  devices. 

Al l  three perspect ives were relevant even as interact ivi ty played a large role. 

This would imply that  developers of vi r tual  worlds should concentrate on developing 

user interfaces that  reduce the learning curve of mastering avatar  control, thus 
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al lowing the user to par t icipate more freely in conversat ions. At  the same t ime, 

al lowing avatars more capabil i ty in the way of movement and customizat ion would 

also al low for more informat ion to be carr ied by the channel. Finding a balance 

between avai lable opt ions and ease of use remains a challenge for developers of all  

k inds of software. At  the moment, standard keyboard and mouse input devices can 

act  as a barr ier to experiencing t ruly t ransparent user-to-avatar  control. I t  remains 

to be seen what new technologies can add to our  experience in computer-mediated 

environments. The theoretical  capabi l i t ies are l imit less Ð and i f There is any 

indicat ion of where we are going, the future wi l l  be an exci t ing t ime as vir tual  

worlds become more commonplace in our  use of the Internet. 
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APPENDIX A 
Geor gi a St at e Un i ver si t y  

Depar t ment  of  Communi cat i on  
I n for med Consent  For m 

 
 In this study, you wi ll  be asked to answer quest ions about your  use of the 
onl ine service There. You wi ll  also join in chats with other par t icipants. There is no 
known r isk in this study. We would l ike you to share your  thoughts honest ly and 
completely. There are no direct  benefi ts to you in the study. However, your  input  
may help improve vir tual  worlds in the future. This study may help understand 
how people interact  wi th each other in vir tual  worlds.  
 
 For the purpose of the research, the interview wi l l  ask about your  use of There.  
Examples of this include your  thoughts of i ts features, learning about new people, 
and adapt ing to the community. The interview port ion of the study should take 
about two hours to complete.  
 
 You wi l l  also group with other par t icipants and an observer. Observat ions wi l l   
focus on topics from the interview. Observations made dur ing chats can be used as 
data for the study. This includes the observerÕs field notes and chat logs recorded by 
the There software.  
 
 This research is anonymous. We wil l  keep your  records pr ivate to the extent   
al lowed by law. Your personal informat ion such as your  avatar  name or real  name 
wi l l  not appear when we present this study or publ ish i ts resul ts. The findings wil l  
be summarized and i f ident i fying informat ion is used, an al ternate al ias wi l l  be 
used when referr ing to you in the study.  
 
 Par t icipat ion in this research is voluntary, but  you must be at  least  18 years 
old. You can refuse to par t icipate in the study. I f you decide to be a par t  of the study 
and change your  mind, you have the r ight  to drop out  at  any t ime. However, any 
informat ion already provided to the point  when you withdraw consent wil l  not be 
removed.  
 
I f  you  have any  quest i ons abou t  t h i s st udy , con t act :  
Mark Agle, Department of Communicat ion, 404-651-4146  
Dr . Merr i l l  Morr is, Department of Communicat ion, 404-463-9524  
  
I f  you  have quest i ons abou t  your  r i gh t s i n  t h i s st u dy , con t act :  
Susan Vogtner, Inst i tut ional  Review Board, 404-463-0674  
 
!   I  am 18 or older, and I  have read the above informat ion and agree to 

par t icipate in this study. 
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APPENDIX B 
 
Interview Quest ions 
Semi-Structured Interview Format 
 
Basic Information 
 
1. On average, how many hours a week do you spend using vir tual  worlds such as 
There? 
 
2. Tell  me a l i t t le about how you found this community and why you decided to join. 
When did you join? 
 
3. What aspects of There do you l ike the most? 
 
4. What do you think of the communicat ion features There provides (e.g., voice chat, 
text  chat , avatars, interact ivi ty)? Do they meet your  needs? 
 
Information Seeking and General  Questions 
 
5. Does the increased interact ivi ty provided by There have any effect  on how you 
might  approach somebody in an ini t ial  encounter?  
 
6. Think about other forms of anonymous communicat ion such as instant  messages 
or e-mai l . Do you see more or less people disclosing informat ion about themselves in 
places l ike There? 
 
7. Think about the appearance of avatars and what that  might  say about someone. 
Do you see this as a way people disclose informat ion about themselves?  
 
8. How about your  own avatar? What kind of thought did you put  into the design of 
i t? How important  to you is the appearance of your  avatar? What is i ts significance? 
 
Social  Identi ty Model  of De-Individuation Effects 
 
9. When you ini t ially encounter somebody new on There, how do you deal wi th the 
lack of informat ion you have on the person? 
 
10. When you are in a group with fr iends and a ÒnewbieÓ joins your  group, how do 
you react? How does the group react? How do you evaluate new people based on 
l imited informat ion? 
 
11. What kind of informat ion do you tend to immediately seek on new people in 
order to get a better idea of who they are? 
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12. What is your  experience with host i l i ty to other community members? This can 
include Ògr iefers,Ó as well  as already established groups flaming non-group 
members (outsiders) as they join a conversat ion. 
 
Social  Information Processing Theory 
 
13. Has there ever been a t ime that  you felt  ThereÕs communicat ion features were 
inadequate to express your  feel ings? This can include both verbal  and nonverbal  
expressions. 
 
14. How did you address this l imitat ion? 
 
15. Have you ever used or created your  own macros in There? I f so, what was the 
motivat ion behind the use of the macros? 
 
16. When you chat in group sett ings, do you read gestures and macros used by other 
avatars as nonverbal  forms of expression? 
 
17. I f computer-mediated communicat ion systems al low us to manage the 
impressions we make of ourselves, where would There fi t  in? Think about e-mai l  
(where you have more t ime to think about what you are going to say), or other text-
based forms of interact ion where visual  informat ion on the other user is l imited. 
 
18. How would you rate the qual i ty of long-term communicat ion in There compared 
to less interact ive modes of communicat ion through the computer? Have you made 
any close fr iends? How do these fr iendships compare to your  real  l i fe fr iendships? 
  
Hyperpersonal  Perspective 
 
19. In an ini t ial  encounter with somebody, how sal ient  is impression management? 
Would you say that  you purposeful ly at tempt to convey certain aspects of your  
personal i ty whi le at  the same t ime choosing not to reveal others? 
 
20. When you are interact ing with another person, what kinds of t rai t  informat ion 
are you t rying to seek? Posi t ive, negat ive? Think about what k inds of quest ions you 
ask people and how you would react  to either  a posi t ive statement or a negat ive 
statement. 
 
21. How important  are fi rst  impressions in There encounters? 
 
22. What kind of at t r ibut ions do you place on people you meet in There based on the 
informat ion you are given?
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Social Information Processing Theory - Conclusion 
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Social Identity  Model of De-Individuation Effects  Ð 
Conclusion 
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