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Online 
Persona 



Autonomy 
•  leads to deception and 

exaggeration 
•  insulates from 

consequences 
•  reduces inhibition 
•  lowers fear of being 
“detected” 



Email Addresses and Screen Names 
•  equivalent of wearing a logo “tee-shirt” 
•  language nuances, cliches, colloquialisms used 
•  ending instantly identifies affiliation, but actual 

role is concealed  
 edu = education 
 com = commercial 
 bop = Bureau of prisons 
 gov = government 
 org = organization 

 



Impression Management 

•  lack of nonverbal, visual, 
and auditory clues 

•  warm versus cool 
•  age, gender, nationality, and 

race easily concealed 
•  physical attractiveness easily 

concealed 



Online Behavior 
•  disagreement expressed more freely 
•  few injections or remarks to relieve 

tension 
•  less inclined to perform common 

social civilities 
•  use emoticons :-)     :-( 
•    and linguistic softeners 

 IMHO    BTW    FWIW 



…online behavior 
•  frequent intersection increases warmth 
•  internet wallflowers less likely to 

establish personal relationships 
•  “flames” can become more aggressive 

–  harder to distinguish teasing from sarcasm 
–  easy to compose impulsive response 
–  ease of quoting from sender’s remarks 



1. Gender-swapping 
 w online community more generous toward 

 women who pretend to be men 
 w men gender-swap more frequently than  

 women 
 w women commonly choose gender-neutral 

 names 

Experimental Behavior 

126% increase in past year in 
number of girls ages 12 to 17 
who use the Internet 



2. Identity 
 w assume more outgoing and confident role 
 w impersonation 
 w create elusive reputations that   

 enhance credibility  
 

…experimental behavior 



…experimental behavior 
3.  Experiments 

 w can be deceptive 
 w easy to create, difficult to detect 
 w people feel vulnerable when duped 
 w trend is to create message in forums 

 and refer volunteer respondents to 
 site 



Group Dynamics 
•  when environment fosters group 

identity, cohesive groups emerge 
•  differences can cause group to 

dissolve easily 
•  when threatened by outside 

intrusion, band together more 
•  cues of “outgroup status” not as 

obvious as real-life 



...group dynamics 

•  often consist primarily of people who know each 
other and share common knowledge and ideas 

•  tend to choose groups with like-mindedness to 
reinforce viewpoints 

•  each group has its own culture, collectively 
creating it as users 

•  “net friends” can be another circle of friends 
different from real-life 



Group Decision Making 
•  one person domination less 

pronounced  
•  tendency to conform to a group 

decision is reduced because 
group pressure is lessened 

•  dissenters more liberated to 
express opinion because 
minority opinion will take more 
risk 



…group decision making 
•  more trouble coming to agreement than face-to 

face 
•   more uninhibited swearing, name-calling and 

insults 
•  larger decision shifts than individual positions 
•  take more time to reach consensus 
•  create status equalization 

–  words carry more weight than socioeconomic position 
or position in career ladder 



…group decision making 
•  moderate voices lost on the net 
•  tend to polarize toward extreme ends 

–  can create exaggerated perception of 
rightness or skew group discussion 

•  harmony can be tenuous because 
interaction is weaker than real-life 

•  brainstorming can lead to superior 
suggestions because train of thought 
is not interrupted 



Locus of Control 

•  people with internal 
locus of control probably 
more enamored by 
Internet because it gives 
freedom to control 

•  empowerment somewhat 
of an illusion 



Internet as a Time Sink 
•  Increased time use is not necessarily 

beneficial to well-being or social 
involvement 

•  As time online increases, family 
communication and real-life social 
circles decrease, creating greater 
feelings of loneliness and depression 

•  Can create heightened sense of 
influence over distant worlds of 
politics, commerce and entertainment 



Dependent (Addicted) Users 

•  In one study: 
–  60% were women in 

their 40s 
–  42% were  unemployed 
–  spent 38.5 hours per 

week online 

•  Spent majority of time 
in chat rooms or 
interactive games 



Social Change 

•  technology can be both cause and effect of social 
change 

•  systems tend to change society more as they grow 
larger and more complex 

•  accept sources without critically analyzing 
•  Internet decisions tend to reward individuals but 

are often collectively disastrous 
–  e.g. copyrighted material 



1. Provide rich medium for 
presenting online persona 

2. Analogous to 
“homesteading” 

3. Can provide a community 
service 

4. Can serve to promote a cause 
or voice personal protest 

 

Web 
Home 
Pages 



…web home pages 
5. Some resemble “Who’s Who” books 
6. Often blend public and private lives 
7. Allow user to experiment with self-

presentations 
8. Can promote exaggerated sense of 

importance - imaginary audience 
9. Negatively, create a lot of chaff  
 



Instructor 

Student Student 



Sense of value and rapport 
increased when sender: 

1.  receives response 
message 

2.  agreement and support 
is given 

3.  is referenced by name 



Research Findings 
•  Professors tend to, initially, 

replicate classroom style online 
•  Email becomes more informal 

as volume of exchange 
increases 

•  Students tend to interpret on-
line criticisms more harshly  



…research findings 
•  Students and professors become better 

acquainted because communication actually 
increases 

•  Professors respond as a reader, not a teacher 
•  Establishing communication early is critical 

to success of online program 
•  Encourage elaboration through questioning 

and hypertext links 


