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Abstract. The Internet has greatly expanded the ways in which we communicate
and interact with others. This chapter explores how are our perceptions of others
and of ourselves effected by these new ways of communicating. The first section
examines the nature of computer-mediated communication (CMC) as viewed by
several prominent theoretical models, exploring how these models assess
possible sources of accurate and inaccurate perceptions online and the impact of
perceptions in cyberspace on everyday face-to-face socia relationships. Next,
the chapter explores the role of relevant cognitive processes in the development
of online perceptions, including the activation of stereotypes, self-confirmation
of attributions, and the instantiation of social identity. Thefinal section examines
the problem of accurately knowing how others perceive oneself in cyberspace
versus in face-to-face interactions. Current literature supports the general idea
that perceptions are indeed influenced by the medium, but not always in
straightforward ways. First, despite the apparently impoverished text-based
nature of most forms of CMC, people do form impressions of each other and they
do develop strong interpersonal relationships online. Second, CMC may foster
perceptions that are more extreme than in face-to-face situations, but the positive
or negative direction of the effect may depend on factors external to the medium
itself.  Finally, meta-perceptions are distorted by at least some forms of the
medium such that people may be less accurate in judging how others view them
than they are in face-to-face interactions.
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41 Overview

In our daily lives we depend heavily on our perceptions of other people to determine how we should
behave toward them. Our interactions and reationships with others are strongly influenced by our
assessments of their intentions, motives, persondity traits, skills and abilities. Likewise, we are
concerned with how others perceive us because we believe their assessments and impressions will
shape their behavior towards us. In recent years the Internet has greetly expanded the ways in which
we communicate and interact with others. Emall, ingtant messaging, chat rooms, newsgroups,
listservs, world wide web home pages, and online interactive games are becoming important venues
for developing and maintaining socid relationships, and our perceptions in these contexts have
increasing importance to our daly lives. It is currently estimated that over 400 million people
worldwide are online [1], and one of the main uses of the Internet in the home is for socid
communication [2]. Y et, as Walace [3] has observed, “ The Internet explosion happened so rapidly
that we have not had much time to step back from the medium and look at it more systematicaly, as
a new environment that can have potent effects on our behavior...it is an environment that we, as
Internet users, can affect and mold — provided we have someinkling of how, and why, it can change
our perceptions and behavior” (p. 1).

How are our perceptions of others and of oursdves effected by these new ways of
communicating? Are we as accurae in our assessments of others when we interact with them in
cyberspace, as opposed to face-to-face Stuations? Asde from the accuracy question, do our online
and offline perceptions differ in content and tone? Do we communicate more openly and honestly in
cyberspace, or are we more apt to hide our true feelings and persondities? How accurate are our
beliefs about how others see us — can we effectively view oursaves through other people' s eyes?

This chapter will explore ways that social perception in cyberspace can be better understood by
applying psychologica principles, research, and theory. There are three mgor sections. The first is
an examination of the nature of computer-mediated communication CMC as viewed by severd
prominent theoretical models, outlining how these models assess possible sources of accurate and
inaccurate perceptions online and the impact of perceptions in cyberspace on everyday face-to-face
socid relationships. Next, the chapter explores the role of relevant cognitive processes in the
development of online perceptions, including the activation of sereotypes, sef-confirmation of
atributions, and the indantiation of socid identity. The find section examines the problem of
accurately knowing how others perceive onesdf in cyberspace versusin face-to-face interactions.

4.2 The Nature of Computer-M ediated Communication

Communication in cyberspace is primarily text-based and therefore does not provide visua and
auditory cues that are available in face-to face interaction. This limitation would seem to meke it very
difficult to develop complete and accurate perceptions of the personalities and characters of other
people. Early research tended to support this view, showing that users rated computer mediated
communication (CMC) as cold, impersona, and unsocigble [4].

More recent work, however, has revealed that under certain conditions CMC is nevertheless
capable of fogtering wdl-developed impressons among people who interact online and of
supporting strong, positive relationships among some users [5, 6, 7, 8]. As Walther [6] has noted,
“Although novice users and the uninitiated gill seem to suspect that CMC may be impersord,
growing numbers of reports are gppearing that reflect more personal CMC interaction, sometimes
just as personal as face-to-face (FtF) interaction, or even describing interaction that surpasses FtF

in some interpersond aspects. It is these dynamics that undergird phenomena such as ‘on-line
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friendships and ‘virtud communities™ (p. 4). In short, the nature of CMC is complex and its effects
on interpersond perception are not as sraightforward as one might initidly think.

421  Modes of Computer-Mediated Communication

The complexities of CMC are reflected in the diversity of theoretical models that attempt to explain
the implications of eectronic communication (for excellent reviews of these modds, see papers by
Wather [6] and Lea & Spears[9]). The different gpproaches are not necessarily contradictory, but
rather emphasize different qudities of CMC. Four of the most prominent models will be briefly
reviewed here Socid Presence, Reduced Social Cues, Socid Information Processng, and
Hyperpersond Communication.

According to Social Presence Theory, communication media differ in the number of channds
through which interpersond information can be conveyed — more channels give the medium greater
“socia presence’ [4]. For example, in a telephone conference cdl only auditory information is
available, whereas a video conference transmits both auditory and visua informetion, giving it higher
socid presence. An online chat sesson or an exchange of email messages, in which communication
is redtricted to text, would have the lowest socid presence of al. According to the theory, one
implication of low socid presence is that communication will necessarily be very task-oriented and
impersond, leading to less podtive perceptions anong those who are interacting. As noted above,
early research did tend to show that users of CMC rated it asimpersona [4], but other studies have
contradicted the notion that media lower in socid presence lead to less positive socia perceptions.
For example, Chiacoan and Define [10] compared perceptions of socid attractiveness, credibility,
and dtitude smilarity among people interacting face to face, in video-conferences, or in audio-
conferences. The results showed that the most positive perceptions occurred in the audio-
conferencing contexts — the situations that were lowest in socia presence, according to the moddl.

A related approach is the Media Richness Model developed by Daft & Engd [11]. According
to this andyds, media vary in ther ability to reduce ambiguity in communications — rich media
fedilitate feedback, communicate multiple cues, permit individudly talored and highly specific
messages, €tc., and thereby alow non-ambiguous communication. Face-to- face communicaion is
the richest possible medium, whereas various forms of CMC are much lower. The modd predicts
that people should prefer a medium that is most suitable to a given communication context, which is
not aways the richest medium. For example, in some contexts a letter or an email message may be
Seen as a more appropriate way to communicate than the telephone or in person, even though text-
based media are not as rich or personal. Research on media selection has shown that people do
indeed vary their preference for different forms of communication under different circumstances,
though the basis for the sdlection seems to have to do with factors other than the objective
characterigtics of the media, such as socidly congtructed views of richness and usefulness [12], and
with a communicator’ s assessment of the “socid utility” of the medium [13, 14].

The Reduced Social Cues Model focuses on a specific type of information that it proposes is
filtered out in text-based CMC — socid context information [15]. Socid context cues dfine the
nature of the socid gtuation, indicate normatively gppropriate boundaries for behavior, and convey
the socid status and identities of those in the interaction. In face-to-face communication these cues
might include vigble features of the environment itsdf (a bar versus a seminar meeting room),
gestures and facia expressons, symbols of authority and status (clothing, jewery, etc. ), physica
gppearance, and spatial behavior (seating choices, interpersona distance). According to the mode,
when these cues are absent, asin CMC, people become more self-oriented and less concerned with
the fedings, opinions, and evauations of others. This, in turn, is thought to lead to uninhibited and
even hodile behavior, with accompanying negative perceptions of others [16, 17]. Another
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predicted outcome is that the genera lack of vishle gtatus cues, dong with reduced evauation
anxiety on the part of low gatus and shy individuas, may lead to more equa participation in CMC
contexts [18], presumably with a change in how shy individuds are perceived by other group
members. Support for the Reduced Socid Cues modd has been found in some contexts,
particularly those involving short-term interacting groups with no previous histories, but evidence in
other contexts has been contradictory [6, 19, 20|, suggesting that there are likely additiona
mediating factorsin CMC effects than those proposed by the modd.

A third prominent model of CMC is Social Information Processing Theory. The basic notion
of this gpproach is that people are motivated to develop socid relationships in any communication
context, including CMC, and in the service of this mativation they form impressions of each other on
the bass of whatever information is avalable [21]. They subsequently test the assumptions
associated with their perceptions using a variety of drategies. Text-based CMC dows down this
process but does not prevent it from occurring.

Thus, according to the Socid Information Processing (SIP) modd, impressions may take longer
to form than in face-to-face communications, but they are not essentidly different in CMC than face-
to-face contexts. The mode recognizes that certain kinds of socia cues are missng in CMC, but it
maintains that people are motivated to obtain socid information in other ways (for example, by
learning to communicate emotion through textua devices such as emoticons and linguistic modifiers)
and thus overcome these limitations, given enough time. There is consderable support for the
modd’s clam that CMC and face-to-face communication produce impressons that have
comparable levels of structure if enough time is available for CMC interaction [5, 20, 22]. Perhaps
the two main shortcomings of the SIP modd are that does not specify what differences, if any, there
might be in the content or tone of CMC versus face-to-face perceptions, and it doesn’t recognize
important individud and gdtuaiond differences in peopleé's socid motivations to overcome the
challenges posed by CMC [5].

A fourth approach to understanding the nature of CMC is the Hyperpersonal Communication
Model. The mode was proposed by Wather [6] to account for the phenomenon that CMC is
sometimes “...more socidly desrable than we tend to experience in pardld FtF [face-to-face]
interaction “ (p. 17). Specificaly, Wather suggests that “Combinations of media attributes, socia
phenomena, and social psychological processes may lead CMC to become ‘hyperpersond,’ that is,
to exceed FtF interpersonal communication” in terms of “...heightened levels of intimacy, solidarity,
and liking” (p. 4-5).

According to the modd, interpersona perceptions in hyperpersona communication are not
accurate assessments, but rather positive exaggerations based on sdective sdf-presentation by the
target person and faulty inferences by the perceiver. The gist of the modd’s assumptions are
succinctly described by Utz [5]:

“In CMC, users have the opportunity for selective self-presentation. They have time to think
about how to present themselves and can choose the positive aspects. On the other hand, the
reduced social cues in CMC lead to an idealized perception by the perceiver. She has only
the positive information, and inflates the impression of the partner by generalizing these
positive cues on other unknown personality aspects. CMC can, therefore, be more social and
intimate, or “ hyperpersonal” relative to FTF communication

There is congderable evidence that strong friendships and even romantic relationships often
develop through online interactions [5, 8, 23], and that people can achieve a sense of community
and solidarity with others in cyberspace [24, 25, 26, 27]. It is aso the case, as suggested by the
Hyperpersond modd, that when individuds meet in person they frequently find their online
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impressions were overly pogdtive [28]. Furthermore, the heightened sense of community and
solidarity experienced by group members may lead to greeter vulnerability to disruption, such that
violaions of community standards and trust may have particularly severe consequences for online
communities [29, 30, 31].

Though these findings are in line with the Hyperpersond Communication theory, there have been
only afew direct tests of the underlying mechanisms proposed by the mode. Utz [5] has found that
sdf-presentation of podtive sentiment through the use of using pardinguistic cues does indeed
corrdate with developing podtive reaionships online.  However, Utz dso showed that the
corrdaion is mediated by individua differences in skepticism about the medium: “Individuds who
believe it possble to build up rdationships in virtud worlds learn how to use smileys, fedings, and
emotes and thus make friends...but those who are more skepticad of CMC do not.” In a recent
series of experimentd studies by Joinson [7], sdf-disclosure of persond and intimate information
was higher in CMC than in face-to-face interactions, as predicted by the Hyperpersonal modd. But
independent manipulations of the participants’ anonymity and the degree to which their atention
was sdf-focused reveded that sdlf-disclosure was highest when they were anonymous. Anonymity
would seem to remove strategic saf-presentation as a motivation for disclosure, and thus Joinson's
findings are a challenge to the modd as origindly proposed.

In summary, the Hyperpersond Communication model is a vaudble attempt to explain the
postive effects of CMC, though more research is needed to test and to refine its assumptions.

422  Assessment of CMC Models

The approaches reviewed above give the flavor of ways researchers have tried to characterize the
nature of CMC and its implications for socid perception. All the models recognize that the
information available for forming impressons and making judgments of other people is restricted in
CMC relative to face-to-face communication. They differ, however, in their views of how severe the
consequences of such redtrictions are likely to be. Socia Presence theory and the Reduced Socidl
Cues modd are perhaps the most negative in this respect, viewing interpersona perceptions that
aise in CMC as likely to be poorly developed, impersond, and largely negative. The Socid
Information Processng and Hyperpersond Communication theories are much more postive,
proposing that socid impressions arising from CMC can be just as well-developed and positive in
tone as those generated from face-to-face interactions, and under certain circumstances may even
exceed them in intimacy and pogitivity.

4.3 Cognitive Processesin Cyber space

Everyday socid perceptions are influenced by a number of cognitive processes that determine the
kind of information that is attended to and the way it is interpreted. Severd of these processes are
particularly relevant to socid perception in cyberspace because they influence the nature and quaity
of online impressons. These processes are “snowbdling,” socid identification, and the activation of
socid categories.

431  Showballing

Our initid impresson of someone often leads us to behave toward that person in certain ways. For
example, if we perceive the person to be warm and friendly, we are apt to be open and responsive
to them. The other person, in turn, may respond to our treatment by being even more friendly and
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jovid than they would normaly. We then infer that the person’s behavior is confirming evidence that
ghe isindeed a very warm and friendly person, unaware that their actions might be due to our own
behavior, not the manifestation of a centrd feature of the person’s persondity.

Socid psychologist Danid Gilbert refers to this phenomenon as the “snowball effect,” in which an
initial perception can art a process that gathers momentum and becomes harder and harder to alter
over time [32]. Gilbert's andyss was origindly developed to apply to face-to-face interaction but it
is dso relevant to CMC. Gilbert proposes that the snowbal effect is particularly robust because it
leads to a migtaken inference that the target person’s behavior is the result of a dispodtion or trait
that the person possesses, rather than the result of the percelver’s own behavior which produces

-induced congtraints’ on the target’s actions. “ Snowball effects occur
when perceivers make digpositiond attributions about those who are operating under the influence of
perceiver-induced condraints — in other words, when | cause you to act in certain ways and then
conclude that you are predisposed to those actions’ (p. 137).

How might this operate in text-based CMC? Gilbert proposes three factors that contribute to
the snowbal| effect, each of which isrelevant to CMC.

- Response matching: Much of our behavior in face-to-face Stuationsis Smply a matched reaction
to the behavior of another person. According to Gilbert, “In socid life, behaviors play ‘cdl and
answer,” and everyone knows just which kinds of offers warrant just which kinds of responses. If a
person is cold and hogtile toward us, then we will probably act coolly in return; if a person is lively
and interested, we will fed flattered and repay their warmth with our own” (p. 128).

Response matching is also characteristic of online interactions. Wallace [3] suggests that people
who are new to CMC are not yet facile with ways to overcome the medium’s limitations for
expressing emotion and socid responsiveness, such as adding emoticons and linguistic modifiers to
their messages. The result is a perception-behavior cycle that is an online verson of the snowbal
effect:

“We don't just appear a little cooler, testier, and disagreeable because of the limitations of
the medium. Online, we appear to be less inclined to perform those little civilities common
to social interactions. Predictably, people react to our cooler, more task-oriented
impression and respond in kind [italics added]. Unless we realize what is happening, an
escalating cycle begins. The online group members could have typed simple phrases to
express more agreement and to release tension if they had realized the importance of such
utterances to the impression they were making and to the group’s functioning

- Providing opportunities; People test the assumptions associated with their impressons of others
using a variety of drategies that provide opportunities for confirming or disconfirming ther initid
perceptions [6, 33]. As Gilbert describes the process, “...our beliefs about people, right or wrong,
determine our behavior toward them — specificdly, they determine the sorts of opportunities we
provide for others to corroborate or rectify our first impressons.” (p.133). It is well documented,
however, that in face-to-face interaction this process is biased toward confirming on€'s initia
impressions [33]. In Gilbert’swords, “ ... not only do we fail to provide opportunities for othersto
repudiate our suspicions, but we also create speciad opportunities for them to confirm what we
suspect” (p. 133). Creating opportunities in CMC can include starting a specific thread, or line of
discussion that invites responses from others, or posing questions and chalenges to a target person
to see how s/he responds. The text-based nature of CMC provides an archive that can play arole
in these confirmation drategies. Wallace [3] suggests that:



“As cognitive misers, we are reluctant to rethink the impressions we form of others ... That
first impression is so critical because of this human resistance to admit mistakes, and the
desire to leave the label in place leads to confirmation bias. Not only do we ignore evidence
that might contradict our original impressions; we actively search for information to confirm
them...Once we form some impression we selectively pick up confirming evidence. In long
Internet messages, it is usually not difficult to find snippets to support our first impression and
toignoretherest.” (p. 26)

- Setting norms. If we interpret a Stuation as caling for a certain kind of behavior, our actions will
st the norms for others to behave in a smilar way. Note that the other people are responding to
what they perceive to be the norm governing the Stuation, not in their mind to our behavior. In the
snowbal phenomenon, a person’sinitid impresson of another will lead to certain behaviors that the
other interprets as indicative of the norm to be followed, which nevertheless will be observed by a
perceiver as behavior arisng from the target person’'s personality or character. Bam [26] has
identified the presence of both implicit and implicit normsin online interactions. These norms govern
the use of pardinguisic dements, expresson of negative Satements, disclosure of persond
information, and reciprocation of poditive, supportive messages. Thus, people may adapt their
behavior to what they perceive as the normative standards of the online community, just as they
would in face-to-face gtuaions, with the result that they will be percaved as having persondity
characterigics congstent with the normétive behavior they exhibit. Their actual persondity might be
quite different, however.

- Barriers to being aware of perceiver-induced behavior: Animportant eement of the snowball
effect is that the percaver is unaware that she is actudly producing the behavior of the target
person. Gilbert proposes two reasons why it is difficult to overcome this problem.

Fird, if we are the cause of the other person’s behavior, it is quite likey tha they behave
differently when we are not around. However, we have no opportunity to see the other person
behave in a manner that might contradict our impression because we only encounter the person
when we are present. Second, during socia interactions we devote considerable effort and attention
to monitoring our own behavior and the impression we are giving to others.

This digtracts us from thinking deeply about the causes of other peopl€e s behavior. Both of these
conditions are present in many forms of CMC. For example, our knowledge of someone might be
redtricted to a sngle USENET forum so that dl our inferences about their character are based on
behavior that occurs in our presence. Another illustration might be the inferences that take place in
chat sessons, where the interactions are often rapid fire and require careful atention to one's own
activity, giving little opportunity for analyzing aternative reasons for someone's behavior.

432  Social Identity

A second important process that shapes the nature of socid perceptions in cyberspace is the
activation of socid identities. Socid identities are linked to membershipsin socid categories, such as
those based on gender, age, or culture, and also to memberships in work groups and organi zations.
Persond identity, on the other hand, is tied to a person’s unique qualities and characteritics,

indluding physicd festures and gppearance, character traits, attitudes, and values. Social identity has
an important psychologica function. It can contribute to our sdf-esteem by dlowing us to assume
we posess the postively evauated characterigtics that are stereotypicaly attributed to the groups
with which we are associated [34, 35, 36, 37]. Socid identity can also have an important influence
on how we behave in socid Stuations. Under conditions where socid identity is more sdient than

59



persond identity, behavior will likely follow the group’s norms for appropriate actions rather than
being idiosyncratic [36], [37].

Socid Identity De-individuation (SIDE) theory, developed by Spears & Lea [36, 37], offers a
useful framework for examining the relevance of socid identity to online interactions and the socid
perceptions that develop during CMC. According to the theory, a mgor factor that moderates the
effects of sdience is de-individuation. De-individugtion is a cognitive state produced by visud
anonymity and physical isolation, two qudities that characterize much of CMC. Spears & Lea
propose that de-individuation accentuates the effects of whichever type of identity is sdient [38]:

“The effects of group identity will be accentuated when subjects are de-individuated, as
visual anonymity and physical isolation will reduce perceptions of individual (intragroup)
differences. However, if individual identity is already salient, physical isolation from the
group is predicted to further undermine any sense of group belonging, and further
accentuate individualistic norms and tendencies. (p. 331-332).”

The theory is not only able to resolve contradictions between studies that have found both positive
and negative socid behavior to be enhanced in CMC, it dso makes some interesting predictions
concerning the impressions people develop of each other during CMC. One prediction is that the
same cues can lead to both postive and negative socid perceptions, depending upon certain
conditions in which socid identity is more or less sdlient rdative to persond identity. Paralinguistic
cues, for example, might be ether postively or negatively eva uated, depending upon the salience of
the perceivers socid identities. According to Lea & Spears[38]:

“...when group identity is salient, paralinguistic cues will tend to be seen as a prototypical
feature of the group (the inductive aspect of stereotyping), whereas when individual identity is
salient, they will tend to be seen more in terms of the idiosyncratic style of the individual
users. Asaresult, such cues will tend to be evaluated differently in the two conditions, being
evaluated more positively when group identity is salient, and increasingly less so as a more
individualistic context becomes salient.” (p.331)

In a test of this prediction, Lea & Spears [38] assessed the relation in online discussions between
use of pardanguage (dlipses, inverted commas, quotation marks, and exclamation marks) and
perceptions of  warmth, dominance, uninhibitedness, responshility, liking, and competence. Half of
the discussons took place under conditions of high group sdience, in which indructions to
participants emphasized their common group membership. In the remaining discussons ingructions
stressed the individuaity of each person and the unique contributions of each to the discussion, thus
making persond identity more sdient. Within each sdience condition Lea & Spears manipulated
de-individuation by physcaly and visudly isolating participants in hdf the online discussons (de-
individuation condition) or by having participants use the computer conferencing system while seeted
in the same room and in view of each other, but without dlowing them to tak to one another
(individuation condition).

The results of Lea & Spears study were in line with the SIDE theory. When participants were
de-individuated, pardanguage use was postively associated with perceptions of likeableness,
warmth, competence, uninhibitedness, and responghility if group sdience was high, but negatively
associated with these quaities when persond salience was high. These relationships were weaker
when participants were individuated, as expected by the theory. In summary, the qudities of CMC
as amedium cannot by themsalves account for the perceptions of these participants. Rather, the de-
individuated nature of CMC appears to exaggerate the different effects of socid and persond
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identities. When group membership is salient, paralinguistic cues are seen as positive contributions to
group solidarity and commondity. When individud identity is sdient, “a more individudigic and
compstitive context will be perceived for the communication task,” and the same cues may be
interpreted as negative manifestations of “competitive individuaism.”

4.3.3  Activation of Social Categories, Schemas, and Stereotypes

We like to think that our assessments of other people are based only on careful and thorough
consderations of hard evidence regarding each person’s unique persondity. In truth, however, the
process of forming an impression is more often characterized by regpid processing of incomplete
information and making inferences on the bass of mentd shortcuts and generdizations [3, 39, 40].
Paticularly in the initid stages of socid perception, we rely on social categories, schemas, and
stereotypes to help make sense of another person’s behavior. Cues about a person’s occupation,
for example, may lead us to assume a number of interrelated things about his or her attitudes, values,
interests, abilities, etc. A frmer is likely to value practicd, down-to-earth approaches to life, and
not enjoy the opera or balet. A college professor is likdly to vaue abstract and theoreticd thinking,
and not enjoy arock concert. There may be some datigtica truth in these assumptions, but they are
gpt to miss the mark if applied to every farmer or college professor.

Socid categories, schemas, and stereotypes help us process information about others quickly
and efficiently even if not accurately. As Wallace [3] describesit (p. 19-20):

“Barraged by sensory information and rushed for time, we take shortcuts and rely on just a
few cues. Once we have those, we think we have that person nailed and can move onto other
matters...It would be too time-consuming to collect comprehensive information to form
unique impressions of everyone we meet, SO we overuse certain cues that serve as rules of
thumb. The impression of a person’s warmth or coldness is one example. It dominates the
picture as soon as we know anything at all about it and our conclusions about other personal
characteristics flow fromit.”

Wallace gives a person’s email address or choice of online nickname as examples of an initid cue
that can simulate initia impressons on the bass of socid categories, schemas, and stereotypes [3,
41]. For ingtance, consder the difference in impressions generated by “tufdude888@anl.com”

versus “jtravis@vs2.harvard.edu”. We would perhaps expect that “tufdude’” holds traditiona
attitudes about the role of women and takes a dim view of women' srights, and that “jtravis’ hasan
intelectud orientation, is probably liberd in socid attitudes, and appreciates art and literature. These
impressons may be incorrect, of course, but they neverthdess would influence our initid online
interactions with the two individuds, perhaps in ways that would lead to snowbdl effects as
described earlier. Other cues that may stimulate online impressions based on categorization include
explicit evidence of age, gender, or cultural background through a person’s responses to direct
queries [3], as wdl as more subtle information contained in a person’s language use, such as word
choice and diversity of vocabulary, sentence structure, and spelling errors [22, 28, 38, 42]. For
example, a person who mentions “dons,” “lorries,” and “roundabouts’ may be categorized as
English, with additiond inferences associated with the category, such as the person preferring warm
beer [28].

434  Prototype Effects
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A usgful andysis of categorization processes in online impression formation is offered by Jacobson
[28]. Jacobson's analyss draws on concepts from cognitive and socid psychology, particularly
Prototype theory [42, 43, 44]. A “prototype’ is the clearest case of membership in a particular
caegory, with individuas varying in how good an example of the category they are. These
variations among individuas in how wel they fit a category, as well as differences among perceivers
in their judgements of how wdl the same individuas fit the category, are termed “ prototype effects.”

Undergtanding prototype effects entalls explaining their source — why are some individuas
perceived as fitting a category better than others, and why do some perceivers regard a particular
individua as fitting a category better than other perceivers do? One sourceis the lack of fit between
a category and its background assumptions. For example, “bachelor” is a category that assumes
men in society marry a a typica age — an unmarried man of that age may therefore be initidly
conddered a good fit to the category. Yet there are a number of circumstances where the
assumption doesn't apply and a specific unmarried man may fit the category lesswell  for ingtance
apriest or a homosexua [28, 43]. In CMC contexts, gender and marital status might be among the
first qualities that are perceived, with the atendant potentia for error in assuming an unmarried mae
encountered online isagood fit to the category of “bachelor.”

A second source of prototype effects is the nature of the cognitive mode a perceiver appliesto a
given dtuation. Two such modeds that Jacobson proposes are prevdent in cyberspace are
stereotypes and exemplars. A gereotype is modd in which an individud is taken to represent the
entire category, the characteristics of which are culturaly recognized.

Thus, an impression based on a stereotype will contain inferences based on the beief that all
individuds in the same category possesses the same characterisics. Exemplars are “ specific
individuas whom people have encountered and who are taken as representative of others who are
thought to be members of the same category” [28]. For instance, a new acquaintance may remind
us of someone else we dready know and on that bass we infer they share many characteridtics.
Prototype effects in this case may arise ether because other perceivers are reminded of different
exemplars, leading to different impressions, or because through experience we come to regard
different people as exemplars of the same category, leading us to generate different inferences about
the target person.

Two additional models are typical examples and ideal types. “A modd of ‘typical examples is
basad on knowledge about features common to a number of individuas that distinguish them as an
identifidble class’ [28, p. 5. Thus, it might be “typicd” of computer programmers to be socidly
withdrawn, but prototype effects would occur if this inference is applied to an atypical case. Ided
types, in contrast to typical examples, are not necessrily either typica or stereotypica. For
example, qudities associated with the ided husband may overlgp very little with those of the
gereotypica husband, and neither may overlap with those of the typica husband. Prototype effects
in the case of ided types take the form of impressons that lead to inferences of ided qualities,
whereas the non-ided case better reflects redity. Some forms of CMC may encourage this
idedlization effect, as Wather has outlined in his Hyperpersond Communication Theory discussed
earlier [6].

Jacobson [28] examined the role of various prototype effects among participants in - severd
virtud communities, known as MOOs (Mud, Objected Oriented — see Curtis [45] for an
informative explanation of MOO's and Muds). He interviewed one goup of individuds who had
interacted with other community members in both online and face-to-face contexts, asking them to
describe the fit (or lack thereof) between their expectations based on their interactions online and
their experiences face-to-face. Questions included, “Are people what you expected them to be?’
and “In what ways do their online and offline characteritics differ?” A second group of participants
wrote down their impressions of individuas based on their online interactions with them They were
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specifically, his debating style — WAS extremely similar to a coworker’s, so much so that when
| read the MOOer’s words | imagined my coworker sitting in his chair, staring at his screen,
typing and squinting and whatever.”

The use of typica examples and ided types are illustrated by a woman who reported to Jacobson
that she supposed, in the absence of disconfirming evidence, that her fellow participants were white,
addidicdly typicd characterigtic of the online population, and that they would tend to be dender, a
culturdly ided characterigtic in her view: “I think we dl like to assume the people we like are
atractive, which usualy means thinner in this culture.”

For most of Jacobson's participants their face-to-face experiences did not match online
expectations, particularly in the areas of physica appearance and takativeness. In many cases the
online impressons were more positive than the perceptions from face-to-face interaction, in line with
Walther's notion of hyperpersond communication effects. One of Jacobson's participants
commented ( p. 14):

“On Moo everything can seem larger than life — it can be quite a surprise to realize the
people are ordinary. People here can seem more witty and amusing and clever and sexy
than the people one knows irl [in real life]. People project a persona here sometimes, and
when you meet them they are shyer or whatever. A friend of mine was disappointed when
he first started meeting people from the Moo. He had the impression they were demi-gods.”

Prototype effects characterized many of the discrepancies between online expectations and face-to-
face experiences. Jacobson found that these arose from applications of Sereotypes, typicd
examples, and exemplars, either angularly or in combination. One description that combines dl three
isof awoman in her late teens who was actudly a petite brunette with long hair:

“1 imagined that Malaika was high-school to early college age. This | inferred from
something she said about her parents“ letting” her go to Canada (no one keeps their 24-year-



old home at gunpoint, at least no one | know of). [typical] Another thing she said made me
think she was a lesbian and | have an image of short blond hair and a lot of leather clothing
for that image. Thisis based on the fact that of the two gay people I’ ve known well, they' ve
both been blond. [exemplar] In addition, the media stereotypes influenced the length portion;
after seeing multiple “ stereotypical” lesbian characters, the word always conjuresin my mind
an image of shorter hair. [stereotype] Having no information to support these images, |
assumed her to be fairly “ average” looking a typical person one might encounter while
walking down the street. In other words, | did not imagine her to be exceptionally thin or
obese, exceptionally tall or short... [typical]”

435 Priming of Social Categories

A wdl-gudied aspect of how people process socid informeation in everyday life concerns the
accessihility of categories and concepts. At any given moment some categories are more available
than others and are therefore more likely to be used to form an impression of a new person [40].
Avallability is often influenced by a process cdled “priming’. For example, if | have just viewed a
movie in which the main character is motivated throughout by greed, the concept of greed may
remain very active for some time afterward. If | encounter a new acquaintance during that period, |
may be more likely to interpret his or her behavior asindicative of greed than some other motivation,
providing the behavior is ambiguous enough to dlow this The category of “greedy-person” is
momentarily more accessible than other socid categories, having been “primed” by the movie.

In CMC contexts behavior is frequently ambiguous enough to be open to interpretation as to its
exact meaning for the character of the person performing it, and therefore CMC-based impressions
might be particularly prone to priming effects. Walace [3] offers the following fictitious illustration of
how this might operate. Assume that you have just logged on to a chat room using the nickname
“s0l0” and encounter Tragyk, and newcomer to the room. Y ou exchange the following remarks:.

<Trajyk> I've had some tough timesin my life
<solo> heh, heh, what difficult times were those Traj?
<Trajyk> much sadness, much disappointment

<solo> are you happy now?

<Trajyk> I’ve found real, true friends :)

<solo> here?

<Trajyk> No, in our little community of friends
<Trajyk> Are you lonely, solo?

By themselves, Trgyk’s comments are not very informetive about his or her persondity, other than
posshly displaying a certain reslience and willingness to look to others for emotiona support.
Imagine now, though, that just before logging on to the chat room you had read a newspaper
account of how a number of rdigious cults are using the Internet to recruit new members, particularly
those who are depressed and londly. Trgyk’s comments would have seemed more sinister because
you would be momentarily more inclined to interpret them as congstent with a socid category of
“fanatic” or “treacherous enticer” [3].

Priming of socid categories can occur offline and then carry over to perceptions in online
Stuations, asthe above exampleilludrates. It can adso occur as aresult of the way online interactions
are structured. For example, USENET discussion forums are designated with a labd that indicates
their topica focus, such as dt.paranormd, or dt.philosophy.greek. These labels activate socid
categories that are associated with people who believe in paranorma phenomena or who are
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familiar with ancient Greek philosophers, and we may be more likely to interpret ambiguous postings
we find in those forums in terms of the primed categories.

Other examples of gtructurd priming include the “neighborhoods’ on the popular home page
hosting service, Geocities. Users of the service choose to locate their page in themed communities of
people with smilar interests, such as “Vienna’ for those who like dassca music, or “Hollywood”
for movie buffs. Vigtors to Geocities arrive with socia categories associated with the nelghborhood
labels primed, and thus may interpret ambiguous information as being consgent with primed
categories. On Ebay, the online auction house, vistors can interact in discusson forums focused on
specific interests, such as Beanie Babies, antiques, or rare recordings. Wallace [3] suggests that
“...when you gart reading the posts in your favorite forum the category you associate with people
who hang out there is dready primed ... you will be the miser, conserving your cognitive energy, by
relying on your person+type for stamp collectors or rare book lovers to get some impression of new
posters’ (p. 26).

4.4  Self-Perception and I mpresson Management in Cyber space

Thus far the discussion has focused on perceptions of other people in various computer-mediated
contexts. An equdly important topic, though one that has received much less attention in the
literature, is how we perceive ourselves in cyberspace. As we interact with others, either online or
face-to-face, we monitor the impression we are creating by attempting to view ourselves as others
might see us. If necessry, we engage in various “impresson management” tactics to dter the
perceptions others have of us, sdectively presenting information that is sdf-rdevant. Erving
Goffman’s dassc work The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life [46] details many of these
drategies as they occur in face-to-face Stuations.

CMC offers some unique chalenges to both managing our impressions and to assessng how
others are perceiving us. As discussed earlier, reliance on text-based communication means that
visua and auditory tools for sdf-presentation are not available and therefore require adjustment in
drategy. “Managing your own impression on the Internet is like navigating white water with two-by-
fours for oars. Y our impresson management toolkit is sirangely devoid of the tools most familiar to
you, and news ones gppear that you may not know how to use...nevertheless, the drive to manage
our impressons in any socid setting is drong, and Internet users are extraordinarily cregtive’ [3,
p.28].

Some of the ways people can shape their online persona include strategic use of parainguistic
eements and linguistic modifiersin textua messages, such as ematicons and acronyms. As discussed
ealier, there is evidence that such features do modify socid perceptions. However, the newness of
these devices makes it likely that achieving the desired impact requires experience and feedback.
For example, from the work of Lea & Spears [38] we know that in order for authors of messages
to correctly gauge the impact of pardinguigtic cues, they have to be sengtive to the sdience of group
identity from the perceiver’s point of view. Another tool can be one's choice of nickname for e-mall
or for interactions in online forums. Bechar-1sraeli [41] queried regular participants in severd chat
forums as to the nature and meaning of their online nicknames, and found strong indications that
many used this as an impresson management device. People rardy changed their nicknames,
evidence that they regarded congistency in their online persona to be important. Nearly half (45%)
reported that they chose a name that related in some way to their persondities, indicating that they
were aware of the name' s sgnificance for impresson management.

Wallace [3] notes that when people join an online mailing list or discussion forum, they are often
invited to provide sdlf-descriptions that will introduce them to the other forum members. These sdif-
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descriptions are clear opportunities for impresson management, in that the person can choose what
information to include and how to present it to project a desired persona. However, Wallace [3]
suggests thet there is dso a chadlenge to using thistool effectively (p. 30):

“...many people are new at this self-presentation mode and in this context they have no model
to follow. They just joined and have not yet seen anyone else’s introductions, or even had
much chance to see what others are discussing. The result is a bizarre mixture d first
impressions that range from the brief and highly professional to the heart-rending personal
confessional.”

441 Home Page Meta-Accuracy

With the advent of the World Wide Web (WWW) in the early 1990's, the home page has become
a widespread ingance of sdf-presentation, and researchers have recently begun to assess the
psychological and socid implications of this new form of expression. [3, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53,
57]. Asanumber of authors have noted, the ease with which a person can create a home page has
made it possible to convey a sense of salf on an unprecedented scale. The basic nature of the home
page as a = f- presentation venue is described succinctly by Chan (pp. 272-273):

“Much like the way personal belongings, trophies, and souvenirs show off our
accomplishments and tell the story of our lives, home pages bring together a collection of
text, graphics, photographs, and links to create a distinctive online presence. Indeed, we can
draw further parallels between the home page and physical space...Home pages, like rooms,
are spaces where we can project our personalities, hopes, dreams, and fears. They are
symbolic representations of our selves...”

At firg glance, the graphica and hypertextud nature of home pages would seem to make it easier
for individuds to manage their sef- presentation and project a desired image [3, 57]. The creator of
a home page has a high degree of control over the sdection and arrangement of photographs and
other graphical elements, as well as in the number and type of externd links that can be chosen to
convey interedts, attitudes, and other persona qualities [52]. These features seem in line with
Wather’s notion of Hyperpersond Communication [6] discussed earlier, and suggest that the home
page creator might produce a more positive impresson than through other media, perhaps even
more pogtive than through face-to-face interaction.

However, there may adso be a number of limitations to impresson management through home
pages. For one thing, the home page is largely a one-way presentation medium, whereas text-based
CMC and face-to-face contexts are more interactive. This means that projecting a desired image in
one's home page requires what socid psychologists cdl “generdized meta-accuracy”[53] — the
home page creator must accurately know how he or she is generdly viewed by othersin a particular
audience. The problem is that neither the size nor the makeup of the audience for a home page is
usudly known. AsWynn & Katz [47] have observed:

“By contrast to the random nature of the home page audience, in traditional self-presentation
formats, professional or political, the nature and numbers of the audiences are explicit. In
home page ‘ advertisements for one’s self,” audience is a self-selected unknown. There may be
a presumption that the home page in and of itself will be an audience definer, but presenters
have little knowledge of the range and size of potential audiences. It is thus possible to
construct a presentation of self for an imagined audience while the actual audiences vary.”



-l-am tends to be expressed in a photograph, a list of interests which are
active by being clickable, and a list of friends which is also active. The one is invited
unilaterally to engage in an exploration that normally would occur at least dyadically. Indeed



the dyadic nature of it would be the purpose for finding out about the person in the first
place.”

Creators of home pages seldom receive feedback about the reactions of others to their sdf-
disclosure, and therefore they have no corrective mechanism for adjusting the impression they may
be giving. This limitation is less characterigtic of emall exchanges, news group pogtings, and text-
based chat interactions, leading to the prediction that meta-accuracy would be greater in those
contexts than with WWW home pages, though gtill probably less than in face-to-face interactions.

A second reason for low meta-accuracy might be that the “billboard” nature of the home page
may exaggerate egocentric biases, or tendencies to assume others view the world the same way we
do, induding our postive sdf-evaduations [54]. For example, in face-to-face interactions research
has shown a tendency to assume others take more notice of us than they actudly do, and to believe
that our emotions, vaues, and attitudes are more gpparent to others than they actudly are [54].
Sherman et d. [52] suggest that these biases may operate in the case of home pages to the extent
that people are assuming others will base their impressons on information that may actualy be
ignored, including information contained in photographs and other graphicd dements. Again, the
lack of interaction in the home page context prevents feedback that might alow the person to detect
the discrepancy and correct the meta- perception.

45 Conclusons

This chapter has explored some of the ways that computer-mediated communication influences how
we view others and oursalves. Based on our examination of available theory and research, there are
three overall conclusons that seem to be warranted regarding the characteristics of socid
perceptions in cyberspace. All three are related to the genera idea that perceptions are indeed
influenced by the medium, but not dways in ways that are Sraightforward.

First, despite the gpparently impoverished text-based nature of most forms of CMC, people do
form impressions of each other and they do develop strong interpersona relaionships online. The
cues that influence perceptions may differ from those present in face-to-face interaction, but it seems
people can learn to attend to them and to use them, given enough time and motivation to do so.

Second, the medium can produce negative perceptions of others as cold, uncaring, hogtile, etc.,
but it can dso exaggerate positive aspects of impressons as well. In generd, CMC may make
certain interpersond processes more extreme than they are in face-to-face dtuations, with the
direction of the effect dependent on factors externa to the medium itsdf. For example, the same
cues can produce impressions that are opposite in affective tone, depending on the sdience of
perceiver’s group identity or the cognitive categories that are most ble to the perceiver.

A third concluson is that meta- perceptions are distorted by at least some forms of the medium
such that people may be less accurate in judging how others view them than they are in face-to-face
interactions. This may be because people have not yet developed a clear idea of how much others
attend to certain cues and how they interpret them in CMC. It is dso likely that reduced feedback
from others when interaction is limited makes assessing the impact of an impresson on others
difficullt.

The impact of CMC on society is gill evolving and our understanding of its socid, psychologicd,
palitica, and economic implications is far from complete. 1t is useful to keep in mind that athough
the impact of this technology is dramétic, it is not unprecedented and there may be some lessons to
be gleaned from the past. As Gackenbach [55] has pointed out, there are pardlds that have
occurred with past technologies. For example, in the early development of radio, some of the
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questions we now ask regarding computers, the Internet, and CMC were sdient a that time
regarding the impact of a“revolutionary” form of communication (p. 14):

“..the uncritical enthusiasm with which society first greeted radio soon gave way to grave
doubts about its negative effects. After the rise of private radio in the United States, dozens of
scholarly books were written from the late 1920's into the 1940's studying the ways in which
the new technology was reshaping personal relationships, the structure of the family, the
literacy of children, and the ability of people to think critically and express themselves clearly.
We have only to pass by the shelves of any bookstore to see this whole process repeating itself
with respect to the Internet.”

Gackenbach's analysis emphasizes that gpproaches to studying the impact of CMC will benefit by
placing it in a broader context. One lesson that derives from doing so is an gppreciation of the nature
and extent of a technology's impact, as in the digtinction that Kieder [56] makes between
amplifying and transfor mative effects ( pp. xii-xiii):

“Some technological change is primarily amplifying, making it possible for people to do what
they have done before, but more accurately, quickly, or cheaply. In other cases, technology is
truly transformative: It leads to qualitative change in how people think about the world, in
their social roles and ingtitutions, in the ways they work, and in the political and economic
challenges they face...Sometimes the amplifying effect is what we see first, never realizing
there is a later transformative effect to come, or that the amplifying technology is part of a
larger social change.”

According to Kieder, it is people's behavior, not just the attributes of the technology, that determine
whether a technology is amplifying or transformative. This certainly seems to be true in the case of

CMC. As this review has documented, a deterministic view that focuses only on the technica

qudities of the medium is insufficient to account for the impact of CMC on socid perceptions.

Whether the impact is amplifying or transformetive is not yet clearly established, and an assessment
would be premature. As hitory hasilludtrated, it is wise to remain open to dl possibilities.
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