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ABSTRACT

This study examines issues of online identity and language use among
teenagers (ages 13 — 17) who create and maintain weblogs or blogs, which are
personal journals created by individuals and made publicly accessible on the
Internet. Online identity is investigated in terms of the disclosure of personal
information, online name choice, avatar selection and emotive features. Language
use is explored in terms of word counts and semantic themes. This study also
examines common blog topics, blog characteristics, blog abandonment rates and
frequency of use.

Overall, the results indicate that teenagers reveal a considerable amount of
personal information in their blogs, including name, age, and location, as well as
contact information in the form of an email address, an instant messenger name or a
link to personal homepage. The content of blogs typically reflects what is expected
to impact a teenager’s life, such as school, intimate relationships, sexual identity and

even music. While almost half of teenage blogs are abandoned, active blogs

il



demonstrate high levels of loyalty in terms of frequency of posts (daily or weekly)
and length of posts (which average 2000 words per page).

Contrary to prediction, the results indicate that there are more gender
similarities than differences in blog use. However, some gender differences were
noted, regarding emotive features, sexual identity, language use, and some
components of personal information. Males average more emoticons in their posts
than females. Males also reveal their homosexuality more often than females,
expressing their sexual identity or coming out. Males reveal their location more
often than females, while females present a link to a personal web site more often

than males. Finally, males use a more active and resolute language than females.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Notions regarding identity have permeated philosophical inquiry since the
beginning of humankind. The quintessential question, Who Am I?, may seem
circumscribed to an internal affair, but it is also mired in milieu, in the inhabited
community. When assessing identity, scholars must examine the relationship between
the internal and the external experience (Erikson, 1993; Freud, 1989; Jung, 1976;
Lacan, 1986). In the first exploration, identity can be described via the individual, such
as self-definition or personality traits. In the second, identity can be described in terms
of cultural and communal manifestations, such as social roles, relationships with others
or shared values (Erikson, 1993; Freud, 1989).

Identity is also understood in terms of physicality. Physical constraints such as
the body, biological sex, race or age can have a profound effect on self-definition and
self-presentation (Collins & Kuczaj, 1991). Yet physicality is intertwined with
sociality, and categories such as sexuality, ethnicity or morality may have an equal
impact on an individual’s identity (Freud, 1989). Therefore, the concept of identity is
awash with a variety of relationships between the inner and outer world, between the
physical and immaterial, between the individual and society (Lacan, 1986).

The Internet and other digital technologies, however, have revealed another

world to investigate ideas regarding identity. Free from the physical constraints of the



body, the virtual world provides an environment where anonymity can be easily
acquired, and an online persona, similar to Jung’s (1976) notions of a public “mask”
(Jung, 1976), can be easily exploited. For instance, when a person logs onto the
Internet, she may choose a new name, one that can be either realistic or fantastic -- a
name that can reflect her identity in the real-world or stray from it. More emblematic,
in virtual worlds such as the multi-user domain or the computer game, The Sims’, she
may even create a new body. She can be any age or race. She can be a he. She can
even be a nonhuman. In the virtual world, she can create any identity she desires. This
freedom from physical restrictions, alongside a chance at anonymity, provides an
exploratory landscape where constraint and consequence vary dramatically from the
real-world (Gee, 2003; Turkle, 1995).

Even with these opportunities, it is important to understand how often people
take advantage of anonymity or flexibility when they are online. Is the virtual world a
place where people “try on” new characteristics or personalities, or is it a replication of
the nonvirtual world they already inhabit? This question is meaningful in light of the
increasingly interrelated borders between the virtual world and the real-world. As the

digital age continues to reveal itself, with promises of ubiquitous technology, virtual

' See http://thesims.ea.com/ for game description.
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reality and a cybercultural® transformation, understanding the impact of technology on
identity becomes a momentous task.

Similarly, the language used on the Internet demonstrates an evolution of
discourse (Crystal, 2001). Often referred to as netspeak, the language of the Internet
entails both traditional linguistic forms, and adapted ones. In short, netspeak has
become an emergent discourse that is shaped entirely by the creativity of its
community (Crystal, 2001). The introduction of acronyms (e.g. “lol = laugh out loud,”
“brb = be right back™), plays or variations on words (e.g. “cya = see you”, “latah =
later”), graphical icons that represent emotions, called emoticons (e.g. :) or ;-{} ) or
graphical icons that represent a real person in a virtual context, called avatars, are all
examples of a language produced by the online community. This language continues
to evolve and remains an important area of study when considering the ways in which
Internet users interact.

The study of computer-mediated communication (CMC), which refers to the
process of using computers and other digital technologies to communicate®, explores
many of these issues. Current research in CMC includes the construction of online

identity (Calvert, 2002; Turkle, 1995), dialogue and online interactions (Calvert,

2 .y @ .
From Dictionary.com: “The culture arising from the use of computer networks, as for

communication, entertainment, work, and business.”



Mahler, Zehnder, Jenkins, & Lee, 2003; Greenfield & Subrahmanyam, 2003; Herring,
2000), and the impact of technology on child and adolescent development (Roberts,
Foehr, Rideout, & Brodie, 1999; Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut, & Gross, 2001).
As new computer-mediated communication applications are developed and utilized on
the Internet, new opportunities to add to this body of research emerge. It is important
to understand if new CMC contexts resonate with the findings of past studies or reveal
new modes of representation and interaction.

Weblogs are one of the newest Internet applications to represent a computer-
mediated communication context. Weblogs, often referred to as blogs, are personal
journals written as a reversed chronological order of web posts and made publicly
accessible on the web. Blogs are different from traditional personal web pages for two
reasons: first, their format is stricter, resembling a paper diary made up of a chain of
text and multimedia organized by time and date; and second, the authors, referred to as
bloggers, can post chronicles onto the Internet without a sophisticated technical
understanding, making it accessible for many age groups and levels of technological
fluency and ability (Blood, 2002, 2003b; Winer, 2003).

People are using blogs in a variety of contexts. Journalistic and scholarly

writings not only surround the effect of blogs on self-expression and individual

? See http://www.webopedia.com/TERM/C/CMC.html for a more detailed description.
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empowerment (Herring, Scheidt, Bonus, & Wright, 2004), but also on the future of
online journalism (Alterman, 2003; Blood, 2003a; Lasica, 2003), the impact on
education and learning (Mortenson & Walker, 2002; Oravec, 2002; Schroeder, 2003),
and knowledge sharing within business and other organizations (Moore, 2003; Pollard,
2003a, 2003b). At this time, however, the majority of blogs still adhere to the format
of a personal journal with a concentration on the individual (Herring, Scheidt et al.,
2004).

Adolescents make up a large part of the blog community. Several recent
studies suggest that 40 — 50% of the total blog population are under the age of 20
(Greenspan, 2003; Henning, 2003; Herring, Scheidt et al., 2004). Similarly,
Livejournal.com, one of the oldest and most popular blog sites, discloses that the
largest distribution of its users is also below 20 years old*. Because blogging is so
popular among youth, the ways in which adolescents interact or communicate when
using blogs, as well as the ways in which they present themselves online, become

important considerations.

1.1 Purpose

The purpose of this study is to examine gender similarities and differences in

teenage weblogs, focusing on the ways in which identity is presented and language is

* See http://www.livejournal.com/stats.bml.
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articulated. This is a descriptive study that analyzes how teenagers use blogs and
some predictions on gender behavior are made based on the history of gender studies
in computer-mediated communication (CMC). Particularly, this study investigates the
following: 1) the extent to which personal information, such as name, age or location is
disclosed; 2) the types on online names and avatars blog authors select; 3) how
emotive features are communicated; and 4) how language is used to express ideas and
feelings.

It must be noted that there is no way to validate the physical identities of blog
authors. While actual age or gender could be falsified in the virtual environment, this

study may only explore online personas that are displayed in each blog.

1.2 Research Question

To what extent do online teenage males and females relate in features of
online identity and language use when posting to weblogs? How do they differ in
online name choice, avatar selection, emotive features, language content and semantic

themes?



Chapter 2. Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) refers to the way in which humans
use computers to communicate through both synchronous and asynchronous methods
to exchange text, images and multimedia’. CMC offers another lens for understanding
human behavior and social networks and now joins face-to-face exchange as a
common method for individuals to converse with each other (Tidwell & Walther,
2002). The communication that CMC fosters does not have to be reduced to language
alone; assembling an online persona, expressing emotions, and designing virtual
environments can all be construed as forms of interaction and exchange, and provide a
framework for understanding the attitudes and behaviors of adolescents.

While identity has been central to philosophical quandary throughout history,
its role in child and adolescent development is particularly important (Calvert, 2002).
Identity is often characterized in terms of interpersonal characteristics (such as self-
definition or personality traits), roles and relationships within communities and values
or moral beliefs (Calvert, 2002). While certain physical constraints on identity exist
(such as body, gender, race or age), as well as social or cultural directives (such as

morality, ethnicity, sexuality or even linguistic norms), many of these attributes

> From Webopedia.com (http://www.webopedia.com/TERM/C/CMC.html)
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become flexible in online environments. For instance, anonymity and online persona
within virtual environments allow adolescents more opportunities to explore identity
construction (Calvert, 2002).

In the following sections, various aspects of computer-mediated
communication and online identity are explored, including language use, online name
choice, avatars and emotive features. Current literature regarding gender differences
within several CMC contexts such as email, newsgroups, chat rooms, instant
messaging (IM) and multi-user domains (MUD) are also reviewed. Weblogs, one of
the newest Internet applications, are introduced and defined; they symbolize another
CMC situation where children and adolescents explore identity and present themselves

online.

2.2 Gender and Computer Mediated Communications

The Internet is widely hailed as a democratic force that levels the playing field
between gender and socio-economic power (Herring, 2001). However, early research
into gender and CMC suggests that power struggles and gender bias found in the real-
world is replicated online (Herring, 1993, 2001). Because the Internet is still
embedded in the same climate as the offline world, it would seem evident that some
cultural reproductions are inevitable — at least in the Internet’s earliest stages. There

are, however, disagreements on gender differences in CMC (Gunn, 2003). Some



research argues that females are disadvantaged by socio-cultural reproductions, a lack
of access to technology or even inferior technological fluency (Gunn, 2003). While
most CMC research is consistent in noting gender differences among interaction styles
and use of technology, this does not necessarily correlate with success in learning or
cognition (Gunn, 2003). For example, in a study of 475 children interacting in a CMC
context for a period of five years, the findings suggest that while girls spend
considerably more time communicating than boys, computer programming
performance is not significantly different (Bruckman, Jensen, & DeBonte, 2002).
Similarly, when boys and girls design and program their own video games, Kafai
(1996) finds that boys’ and girls’ games were similar in sophistication of graphics,
animation and interactivity, and only differed in game genre, character generation and
narrative construction, all elements of personalization (Huffaker, D. A. & Calvert,
2003; Kafai, 1996). Therefore, differences do not necessarily equal disadvantages.
Gender issues do exist online, and their analysis remains important. For
instance, when given the opportunity, females may be more apt to mask their gender
within CMC contexts (Jaffe, Lee, Huang, & Oshagan, 1995). One reason may be a
fear of being stalked by males or sexual harassment (Gilbert, 1995). Another reason

may be intimidation or attempts at dominance by male participants (Herring, 1993).



Introducing females to computer science classes or programming language may
not be the perfect catalyst for equalizing a gender divide in technology; changing
computer culture to be more appealing and address central concerns of girls, such as
the types of computer interactions they experience or their dislike of violent computer
games, may be a better concentration (AAUW Educational Foundation Commission on
Technology, 2000).

These concerns should be envisioned as opportunities to advance CMC to meet
overall user needs, creating new platforms for learning and development. Being online
allows adolescents to explore various facets of identity, especially ones that may be
less comfortable in nonvirtual worlds (Calvert, 2002). For example, self-efficacy, or the
ability to control or affect one’s environment (Calvert, 1999), can be developed by
giving children and adolescents a “voice” within a digital world — telling their own

stories, solving their own problems, trusting their own perceptions (Cassell, 2002).

2.2.1 Language on the Internet

One of the definitive features of the Internet is the language used within its
community, a representation of creative and innovative adaptation by users (Crystal,
2001). Commonly referred to as ‘netspeak’, this adapted language sometimes strays

from traditional linguistic forms (examples include: LOL — laugh out loud; BRB — be
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right back; ROFL — rolling on the floor laughing; RUOK — are you ok?; ©) yet
symbolizes how variation and alteration can enrich or enhance forms of discourse.

Netspeak remains a unique form of communication because it depends on
elements of both speech, which is face-to-face and often informal, and writing, which
is more permanent and removed from the reader (Crystal, 2001). The conduit of the
World Wide Web, for instance, seems static, closer to the written word, while instant
messaging or chat rooms provide synchronous modes of communications similar to
face-to-face engagements.

Netspeak manifests as a result of both the content and the conduit of the
technological medium. Examples of the content are accessible: acronyms to shorten
messages; the use of emoticons or other graphical accents; and even the informal and
casual tone of emails or instant messages embody the spirit of discourse on the
Internet. Yet the communication patterns of teens, found largely to be email, instant
messaging and text-messaging on cell phones (Schiano et al., 2000), may be a result of
the ways in which these technologies are designed. Instant messaging software and
mobile phone SMS (short message service) may propagate very short conversations
and one-liners, while email might enable the combination of letter-writing and

informal conversations with more time to devise the message.
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In short, the language of the Internet continues to evolve with the communities
that participate in its discourse, an idea that is reflected in Chomsky’s (1999) belief that
the knowledge of language grows within its “speech community,” including language
use, pronunciation and interpretation (Chomsky, 1999). New technologies may also
shape the way the language is construed, and analyzing communication patterns among
different technological contexts provides insight for educators, parents, technologists

and scholars interested in the impacts of technology on children and adolescents.

2.2.2 Gender and Online L.anguage

Issues regarding gender and language in computer-mediated communication
(CMC) have been an important interest for research (Herring, 2000; Rodino, 1997;
Savicki, 1996). These issues not only surround the dynamics of social interaction
(Herring, 1993, 2001), but also emotional expression (Witmer & Katzman, 1997;
Wolf, 2000) and online identity (Calvert, 1999, 2002; Calvert et al., 2003).

Gender and language in CMC contexts are not very different from face-to-face
interactions and include similar features of “verbosity, assertiveness, use of profanity,
politeness (and rudeness), typed representations of smiling and laughter, and degree of
interactive engagement” (Herring, 2000). There are, however, differences in the
mediums of CMC, which may produce some natural linguistic devices or social

interactions. For instance, online chatting is not consistent with the turn-taking

12



sequences of face-to-face or telephone conversation, impacting language coherence
(Greenfield & Subrahmanyam, 2003). The medium of Instant Messaging (IM), as
another example, may actually foster intimacy among users, including self-disclosure
and sentimental feelings, because it cultivates a social connectedness (Hu, Smith,
Westbrook, & Wood, 2003).

Robin Lakoff’s theories on women’s language suggest that most females use a
language style that promotes diffidence, shyness, and lower self-confidence, resulting
in a lack of commitment or strong opinion (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2003). One
device is euphemism, where a person would use words such as “fudge” or “heck”
instead of profanity. Another device is the use of tag questions and hedges, such as
“This weather is terrible, isn’t it?”” or “I kinda got angry.” Another device is
indirection when there is a reluctance to commit to something, for instance “Well, I’ve
got a doctor’s appointment around that time.” Finally, for Lakoff, women’s language
represents an overall conventional politeness (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2003).

How do Lakoff’s theories relate to gender within a CMC context? A study of
2692 messages of Internet discussion groups finds that groups dominated by females
tend to ‘self-disclose’ and avoid or attempt to reduce tension (Savicki, 1996).
Similarly, Herring (2000) finds that women are “more likely to thank, appreciate and

apologize, and to be upset by violations of politeness (Herring, 2000).
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In contrast, discussion groups dominated by males tend to use impersonal, fact-
oriented language (Savicki, 1996), and males seem less concerned with politeness and
sometimes violate expected online conduct (Herring, 2000). In an analysis of personal
web pages, females are found to be “friendly” and “smiling”, while males present
themselves as “confident” (Arnold & Miller, 1999).

Michelle Rodino (1997) disagrees with conceptualizing male and female
language use in terms of binary opposition (Rodino, 1997). In her study of Internet-
Relay Chat (IRC), she finds that IRC participants construct and express gender in a
variety of ways, and language use remains flexible and dynamic (Rodino, 1997).
Therefore, comparing traditional gender and language research oversimplifies language
online because being “virtual” allows more freedom and flexibility (Rodino, 1997).

In either case, studying CMC can provide a variety of insights into the ways
males and females present themselves and interact with others in online settings. For
purposes of this study, differences in language represent an important aspect in which
adolescents form an online identity. If gender differences are indicated, they are not
meant to oversimplify issues of gender in society, but to provide insight and
understanding into the ways children and adolescents portray themselves. This is not
limited to language use; online persona is also revealed through names, avatars and

emotive features.
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2.2.3 Online Name Choice

As Jean Piaget noted, names become an essential part of a child’s explanation
of themselves and the world they inhabit and a natural focus of early childhood
questioning (Piaget, 1951). Names help children and adolescents identify ‘who they
are’, understand their ‘self” and have an effect on their approach to social interactions
(Calvert, 2002; Calvert et al., 2003). In short, names not only help to distinguish and
describe a child’s internal and external world, but also the ways in which they are
perceived by other children.

Nicknames also affect social interaction. Positive nicknames provide ways to
fit in among peer groups (Calvert et al., 2003), while negative ones may affect self-
image or peer perceptions (Bechar-Israeli, 1995). Nicknames are often given by the
people that surround us, but a self-chosen nickname may augment a person’s self-
esteem (Bechar-Israeli, 1995). Virtual personas are constructed as online users choose
their names and nicknames (Calvert, 2002). Not only is a username needed to log onto
the Internet, but in all forms of online interactions: emailing; chatting; posting; even
logging into web sites. Therefore, names provide the primary form of online identity.

What types of names do people use in CMC settings? In a study of names
within Internet Relay Chat (IRC) rooms, the following seven categories were noted

(Bechar-Israeli, 1995): 1) real names; 2) self-related names; 3) technology-related
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names; 4) names of objects; 5) plays on words and sounds; 6) names related to
literature, films, fairytales or famous people; and 7) provocative or sexual names.

In a more recent study of MUDs used by children, names were classified into
six categories (Calvert et al., 2003): 1) real names; 2) nicknames; 3) names related to
pop culture; 4) names related to fantasy/mythology; 5) concepts or object names; 6)
names related to sports or sport figures; and 7) nonsensical names.

In both studies, users tended to use their real names and nicknames over other
forms. Do males and females vary in the types of names they choose? For children
who do not choose their real name or nickname when building avatars, boys tend to
choose fantasy/mythical names, sports names, concept names and nonsensical names,

while girls tend to choose musical and pop cultural names (Calvert et al., 2003).

2.2.4 Avatar Selection

Avatars are graphical icons that help represent a real person in a virtual context
(Huffaker, D., 2004). They may take form as an icon, a picture, a character or any
other symbol. They can be realistic or fantastic. They can be representative of the real
person or anonymous. In essence, they help form a construction of persona, even a
‘public mask’, which is derived from archetypes, such as hero, mother, king, or witch,

in society (Calvert, 2002). Archetypes are defined as an ideal example or an original
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model that things are patterned after®. For Jung (1976), archetypes also represent
symbolic imagery that is created in the past collective consciousness, but resides in the
present individual unconscious. Therefore, even the use of nonhuman avatars, such as
a lion, may still represent a social archetype for strength or power.

Avatars also impact the communities they inhabit. Because virtual worlds are
places of interaction, avatars serve as mediators between the individual and the
community (Taylor, 2003). Similar to names and nicknames, avatars not only
represent online identity for the user, but they also have an affect on the perceptions of
the individual by others. Therefore, understanding the types of avatars that users create
provides a lens into both online identity construction and the makeup of virtual
communities.

Avatars often reflect genuine attributes of a person, such as gender roles. The
rules of biology do not apply on the Internet, allowing males and females flexibility in
selecting an online gender. While some research intimates that gender-bending
personas do manifest in online interactions (Bruckman, 1993; Turkle, 1995), Calvert et
al. (2003) found MUD participants overwhelmingly selected avatars consistent with
their own gender. At least in online chat rooms, gender may be a sensitive issue
because it is an early question posed in conversation (“Age? Sex? Location? ”) during

online interactions (Crystal, 2001).

® From DICTIONARY .com.
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2.2.5 Emotive Features

Emoticons, also referred to as smileys, derive from the hybrid of “emotions”
and “icons”. They are composed of punctuation characters, and indicate how a message
should be interpreted (Huffaker, D., 2004). For instance, :) means happy, and :(
means sad. Because online interactions lack the facial expressions and body gestures
vital to expressing opinions and attitudes, emoticons and smileys were introduced to
fill a void in online communication (Crystal, 2001). Emoticons are not only used to
express a single emotion, but to enhance the tone or meaning of a message. See the
following examples below:

Sarcasm

A) Oh yeah, I really enjoyed that movie.
B) Oh yeah, I really enjoyed that movie. :-(

Shock

A) Did you hear what Joe did today?
B) Did you hear what Joe did today? :-O

Encouragement / Congratulatory

A) I think you did a great job.
B) I think you did a great job : )

Flirting

A) I’ve been thinking about you.
B) I’ve been thinking about you ;)
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The meaning of an emoticon is more evident in pure graphical form, which is
prominent in most instant messaging, email and message boards. Some examples from

AOL Instant Messenger:

How do emoticons and smileys affect the interpretation of a message? While
one study suggests verbal content still outshines emoticons in the interpretation of a
message (Walther & D'Addario, 2001), the impact of emoticons and smileys are not
relegated to the message itself. They also help form impressions of the author’s
disposition or attitude.

For instance, in a study of chat room moderators (who monitor chat rooms and
have the ability to block messages deemed inappropriate or remove improper users),
the use of emoticons caused the moderator to be perceived as more “dynamic”,
”friendlier”, “valuable” and “talkative” than moderators who did not use emoticons

(Constantin, Kalyanaraman, Stavrositu, & Wagoner, 2002a). When comparing male

and female moderators, a similar study finds users formed significantly stronger
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impressions of female moderators when emoticons are used (Constantin,
Kalyanaraman, Stavrositu, & Wagoner, 2002b).

Are there gender variations in the use of emoticons in CMC? In a study of
3000 online messages, Diane Witmer (1997) found females used more graphical
accents, including emoticons, to express emotion in their discourse than males (Witmer
& Katzman, 1997). In a similar analysis using instant messaging dialogues, males
rarely use emoticons in conversations with other males, but will use them with females,
while females use an equal amount of emoticons in both male and female
conversations (Lee, 2003). Similarly, an examination of online newsgroups finds that
women are more apt to express emotion, but males will adapt in mixed-gendered
newsgroups and express more (Wolf, 2000).

In sum, emoticons offer another way for online users to construct and express
their identities. Emoticons not only enhance the meaning of messages, they provide

insight into the attitudes and perceptions of the author.

2.2.6 Summary

In the previous sections, aspects of online identity in children and adolescent
use of several computer-mediated communication contexts including email,
newsgroups and instant messaging are explored. Because identity remains a

developmental milestone for adolescence (Calvert, 2002), its manifestation in online
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environments is paramount for understanding differences of identity construction and
presentation between virtual and nonvirtual worlds. Thus, identity can be expressed in
a variety of ways online, including language use, names and nicknames, avatars and
emotive features. Further, there are noted differences between genders within different

CMC arenas.

2.3 Whatis a weblog?

One new area of computer-mediated communication is the weblog. Blogs are

personal journals or chronological commentaries written by individuals and made
publicly accessible on the web. Blogs can fechnically be defined as a reversed
chronological chain of text, images or multimedia that can be viewed in a web page
(Winer, 2003). Individuals or communities post blog entries through manual or
automatic software, which instantly publishes content to the Internet. The resulting
viewable page looks not unlike a personal diary, with entries sorted by date and
hyperlinks to other web sites or weblogs. Bloggers also take part in a larger blog
community that is often referred to as the blogosphere. In some cases, these blog
communities share a common purpose or responsibility (Carl, 2003), but the

blogosphere referred to here represents the fotal population of bloggers.
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Blogs have distinctive technological features apart from other forms of CMC.

These features include: 1) ease-of-use, as users do not need to know HTML or other

web programming languages to publish onto the Internet; 2) ways to archive

information and knowledge; 3) opportunities for others to comment or provide

feedback for each blog post; and 4) links to other “bloggers” to form online

communities.

These features are especially important for constructing online identity. First,

the lack of technical expertise needed to create or maintain blogs makes the application

more accessible regardless of gender and age. Next, the ability to archive blog posts
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creates a way to scaffold on previous impressions and expressions; thus, constructing
identity can be a continual process for adolescence, and one they can refer back to.
Finally, comments and links to other bloggers foster a sense of peer group
relationships, another important aspect for the developing adolescent. In short,
weblogs represent a new medium for computer-mediated communication and may
offer insight into the ways in which adolescents present and themselves online,
especially in terms of self-expression and peer group relationships, both of which
impact the construction of identity.

In order for weblogs to be considered an important area of research for children
and technology, and more specifically, as a new venue for understanding the
development of identity, it is important to understand the size of the blogosphere and
the penetration of adolescent blogs in the blogosphere. How many blogs are
maintained by teenagers? Is the blogosphere evenly populated by both males and

females?

2.3.1 Size of the Blogosphere

Blogs continue to be created, maintained, or abandoned each day, so finding
exact figures on the size of the blog population remains difficult. Blogcount’, a web

site dedicated to tracking the size and culture of the blogosphere, collects scholarly and

7 http://dijest.com/be/
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industrial reports that discuss technical and demographic issues, from frequency of
blog posts to mapping the blog community. By June of 2003, Blogcount estimated
there were 2.4 to 2.9 million active weblogs (Greenspan, 2003).

The National Institute for Technology and Liberal Education’s® BlogCensus®
uses a software program to search and locate weblogs and categorize them by language
and authoring tool. As of April 2004, the BlogCensus has indexed 1.8 million blogs
and estimates at least 1.2 million of these are active, meaning they have updated in the
last 90 days. Similarly, Livejournal'’ publishes daily statistics directly from its servers,
citing that there are over 2.8 million “livejournals,” with 1.3 million active as of April
2004'".

But how many blogs are maintained? Is this an Internet trend that quickly loses
its novelty? Perseus Development Corporation, which offers enterprise-level surveys
regarding software and technology, recently published a white paper that estimates
there are 4.12 million blogs, but at least 2.7 million have been temporarily or
permanently abandoned (Henning, 2003).

Although these numbers remain in flux, it is evident that blogs represent a

popular application for Internet users. These numbers also continue to grow. The

¥ NITLE is a non-profit organization funded by the Andrew Mellon Foundation dedicated to
enhancing technological effectiveness in liberal arts colleges.

? http://www.blogcensus.net/

1% http://www.livejournal.com/

' Specific data can be found at http://www.livejournal.com/stats/stats.txt
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Perseus white paper also suggests there will be 5 million blogs by the end of 2003, and
10 million by the end of 2004 (Henning, 2003). While this figure may be exaggerated,
the recent acquisition of blog software or implementation of blog services within
commercial heavyweights such as AOL, Yahoo and Google suggest an increasing
presence and awareness of blogs within Internet culture (Munarriz, 2003; Olsen, 2004;
Shirpy, 2003).

From these figures, the importance of blogs within the Internet community is
evident. Therefore, they remain an important area of study, especially when looking at
the types of expressions and presentations blog authors tend toward. If the blog
community continues to grow, understanding the role of blogs in adolescent

development would augment current literature in computer-mediated communication.

2.3.2 Age and Gender Demographics of the Blogosphere

Most surveys suggest that not only is a significant portion of total blog
population inhabited by teenagers, but the split between genders is relatively close.
Perseus Development Corporation, for instance, finds blogs are dominated by youth,
with 52% of all blogs being developed and maintained by ages 13 — 19. They also find
56% of the total bloggers are female and 44% are male (Henning, 2003). A similar

study of 203 randomly-selected weblogs finds 54% male authors and 46% female

25



authors, as well as 40% of blog authors being under age 20 (Herring, Scheidt et al.,
2004).

Another study of 358 randomly selected blogs found 52% male and 48%
female total bloggers, and 39% of bloggers are less than 20 years old. However, they
also found there are more females than males in the ‘teen’ category (Herring, Kouper,
Scheidt, & Wright, 2004). BlogCensus randomly sampled 490,000 blogs to find 40%
male and 36% female, with the rest of the blogs unidentifiable in terms of gender'”.
Finally, Jupiter Research found that blogging is split evenly among genders
(Greenspan, 2003).

Thus, not only is a significant portion of bloggers under 20 years old, the
distribution among males and females demonstrates the egalitarian acceptance and
usage of weblogs. In what ways are these bloggers using blogs to present an online

identity?

2.3.3 Blogs and Computer-Mediated Communication

Other computer-mediated communication environments demonstrate a variety
of ways in which adolescents present an online identity, including names and
nicknames, avatars, emotive features, and even language use. It is interesting to note

that different CMC mediums might have different effects on aspects of identity. For

2 http://www.blogcensus.net/weblog/
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instance, while avatars are central to multi-user domains (MUDs), newsgroups might
depend more on language use. Weblogs have some distinctive technical features, but

how do they compare with other CMC in terms of identity presentation?

2.3.3.1 Names and Personal Information

IRC and MUDs require names to utilize the application, but blogs do not.

Users could post anonymously, and blogs could be constructed in ways that leave the
author completely unidentified. This is an interesting notion when names, age and
even location can represent a strong part of both online and offline identity. How often
do adolescents explore identity in terms of names or other personal information? How
flexible are these explorations of identity? Herring, Scheidt, Bonus, & Wright (2004)
find that 92% of blog authors provide a name, whether it is a full name (31%), a first
name (36%), or a pseudonym (29%). Also, more than half (54%) of blog authors
provide explicit demographic information such as age, occupation or geographic
location (Herring, Scheidt et al., 2004).

It is intriguing that blog authors often reveal their real-life names, along with
other personal information such as age or location. In a virtual world, where identity is
so flexible, why would authors choose to present themselves as they do in nonvirtual
worlds? Perhaps the idea of the personal journal encourages authors to reveal exactly

who they are. On the other hand, if the content of a blog is personal, candid or
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intimate, wouldn’t a certain sense of anonymity make authors feel more comfortable to
be explicit? Perhaps there is a certain sense of empowerment in revealing thoughts and
feelings without hiding behind a public mask. In either case, it would seem that names

play an important role for creating and maintaining blogs.

2.3.3.2 Avatar Construction

While names serve as an important part of blog construction, avatars remain
optional. Therefore, finding out how often avatars are used in blogs might reveal how
important avatars are when presenting identity in this particular context. Furthermore,
just like name choice, it is important to understand the role of realistic representations
to more abstract ones. How often do authors who use avatars reveal realistic images of
themselves, and how often do they create other types of images, such as cartoons or
illustrations, abstract art, or text on graphics?

While MUDs often have a template of characters and avatars to choose from,
weblogs do offer more flexibility in avatar selection. Blog authors may choose from
any graphic or icon they can find or design, and blog-style avatars may be represented
alongside a blog post, taking up a small square portion of the screen. Other blogs have
a single image or avatar at the top to represent the author. This may seem fairly flat or

static compared with 3D avatars that inhabit virtual worlds such as MUDs, but could
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still have the same importance as a visual representation of an online persona. Some

1
examples'

2.3.3.3 Emotive Features

Emotive features also represent another way identity is constructed; emoticons
not only highlight the meaning of a message, they are attributable to the disposition of
the author. Emoticons and smileys are often found throughout blog entries and are
used in the same ways as other CMC, in order to emphasis a message or convey a
feeling or emotional expression. For instance, a blog filled with sad smileys may
convey a very candid impression of both the text and the author. Here is an example

blog post:

" These avatars were designed by the author in order to avoid copyright issues. They represent
samples of common avatars. The size is accurate to the majority of avatars observed in weblogs.
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Saturday, January 31, 2004

Jamming at Eric &.'s with Henry and Sponge
at 2. Should be fun, I'll be back in time fo
hang out with Mina. &

1:49 PM - add eprops - add comments - email it

Some blogs, such as LiveJournal and T-Blogs offer another way to express
emotion called moods. For each blog post, the author can write creative text to
represent a current mode; for example, frustrated, bored, ecstatic, tired, excited, or
cranky and still add an emoticon for additional emphasis. Moods are customized
responses and may offer more insight into author attitudes as well as message

interpretation.

Overall, emotive features certainly help children and adolescents express their
feelings, but they also provide insight into the attitudes of the author, serving as

another form of self-presentation in online interactions.

2.3.4 Features of a Weblog

Fundamentally, weblogs are distinct from other CMC in three ways. First,

blogs foster individualistic, highly personal content, which encourages adolescents to
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express themselves. Second, easy, instantaneous publishing to the web makes blogs
accessible to both genders and many age groups by removing technical hurdles. Third,
linkages to fellow bloggers creates an interwoven, highly dynamic network — in
essence, blogs reflect the same peer group associations found in nonvirtual worlds.

The fundamental features of blogs are described below.

2.3.4.1 Weblog Posts

Weblog posts include a subject title, a body message and a link. These posts
are relatively short, sometimes one or two paragraphs. They can be comprised of a
variety of media objects — for instance, text, images, or multimedia, including file
formats such as Microsoft Office documents or Adobe PDFs. These posts receive a
timestamp to denote time and date of the post (Winer, 2003). In these posts, identity is
clearly pronounced in the use of language and the thoughts and feelings of the

adolescent author.
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Wednesday, April 28, 2004
Subject. Blog Thesis

Sotoday | presented my thesis on blogs. Something | like to refer to as
"blogolagy" )

| think the presentation will go well, especially considering all the effort 've put
into it. Itwill be fun to finally sleep without walking up in the middle of the night

wiondering if my references are formatted correctly.

if posted by Davetown101 @ 1:43 p.m.

2.3.4.2 Comments / Feedback

Readers of a weblog have an opportunity to respond to a blog post through a
comments or feedback link. These comments add to the web post thread, contain a
timestamp and are viewable to the public (Winer, 2003). Comments allow the blog
“reader” to contribute to the blog, forming an online community of peers, another

important aspect of identity.

posted by Davetown101 at 1:42 p.m. | Comments (7)
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2.34.3 Archives

A certain number of posts, chosen by the author, are available on the front page
of the weblog. This could be in terms of dates (i.e. daily or weekly) or number of
posts. Past posts that exceed the home page limits are stored in an accessible, often
searchable archive (Winer, 2003). Archives are interesting because they scaffold the
development of identity — authors and readers alike can review the history of the blog

and more specifically, the construction of identity.

archives

January 2004
Decermber 2003
Movernber 2003
Qctober 2003

September 2003
August 2003

2.3.4.4 Templates

Other useful features for web authors are presentation tools that allow pages to
be built from preexisting templates. Blog authors can choose from a variety of
graphical layouts, typography and color schemes. This allows personalization of the
page without a need to know web development languages such as HTML or XML

(Winer, 2003). Templates make blogs easy to use despite technical expertise, but
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customization options point toward additional aspects of identity. The ways in which
adolescents customize their blogs demonstrate creative expression and reveal even

more insight into the ways adolescents present their identity.

2.3.4.5 Syndication

Individual web posts can be syndicated across a large network of blogs,
reinforcing an interlinked, interdependent community. News aggregates also use
syndication to move headlines across a variety of platforms, often in an automated
way. RSS (Really Simple Syndication) Feeds, for instance, allow users to subscribe to
a weblog using desktop software that automatically download headlines. Pings allow
updated posts to automatically update blog compendiums such as weblogs.com.
Trackback allows bloggers to know when a post has been referred to (Winer, 2003).
Each of these features fosters interconnectedness among the blog community, similar
to the peer relationships found in nonvirtual worlds.

Many of the above features help distinguish blogs from other CMC
applications, especially the ways in which blogs can archive knowledge and link to
other bloggers and the ability to easily build and maintain blogs. In terms of identity,
these features not only allow a variety of ways for adolescents to express themselves
through language and emotive features, but also by using presentation features such as

avatars or even design characteristics of their personal blog. Finally, blog features
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foster an online community similar to peer group relationships, another important part
of adolescent development.

Even considering these features, how popular are blogs in the Internet
community? Are they increasing in popularity, or are they novel enough to entice
users for shorter periods of time? Understanding the size of the blogosphere
demonstrates again the importance of studying blogs alongside other forms of

computer-mediated communication.

2.3.5 Summary

Understanding the way in which adolescents are using blogs to construct online
identities and express themselves, especially in light of other CMC literature, remains
an important area of research. Blogs have different features than other CMC
environments, including ease-of-use, developing web content without knowledge of a
web programming language such as HTML, the ability to archive information, the
ability to provide comments, and the informal and highly personal nature of blogs
(Blood, 2003b; Herring, Scheidt et al., 2004; Winer, 2003). Therefore, blogs may
exhibit significant similarities and differences, and in particular, gender differences,

when compared with other CMC studies.
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2.4 Purpose

The purpose of this study is to examine gender similarities and differences
among teenagers who use weblogs. This study focuses on ways in which identity is
presented online, as well as how language is used to express experiences and feelings.
Particularly, this study investigates the following: 1) the extent to which personal
information, such as name, age or location is disclosed; 2) the types of online names
and avatars that are selected; 3) how emotive features are conveyed; and 4) how

language is used to express ideas and feelings.

2.5 Hypotheses

H:: Males provide more personal information than females, such as name, age,

location and contact information.

Ho: Males choose realistic names more often than females.

Hs: Males create avatars more often than females.

Ha: Females use emoticons more often than males.

Hs: Males abandon blogs more often than females.

He: Females link to other bloggers more often than males to sustain an online
community.

Hy: Blog content is predominantly about school, music, relationships and sexual

identity for both male and female bloggers.
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Hs:

Ho:

Hio:

Hu:

Males use more explicit language than females.

Females write more total words than males.

Males use language that is more aggressive, resolute and active than females.
Females use language that is more passive, cooperative and accommodating

than males.
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Chapter 3. Methodology

This content analysis of randomly-selected blogs created and maintained by
teenagers between ages thirteen (13) and seventeen (17) focuses on several important
features of online identity: 1) if bloggers reveal personal information, such as name,
age or location; 2) what types of names bloggers choose to represent themselves; 3)
what kinds of avatars they create; 4) what types of emotive features they express; and
5) how language is used to express ideas and feelings. Within these features, the
teenagers are divided into male and female categories in order to understand the
relationship, if any, between gender and online identity.

In this chapter, the participants, procedure and dependent measures are
explained in detail, including Interobserver reliability, and a thorough explanation of
DICTION 5.0, the content analysis software used to decipher language use and

semantic features of the blogs.

3.1 Participants

Participants are the weblogs of teenage males and females. These blogs reside
on sites that provide hosting and administration services and include LiveJournal
(n=30), Xanga (n=6), Blogspot (n=27), Blog-City (n=2), t-Blog (n=1), and
Journalspace (n=1) except for three (3) cases, where the blog is a personally hosted

web site with a vanity URL such as “www.myname.com”.
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Ages of the blog authors range from thirteen (13) through seventeen (17) (mean
age = 15.47, std. deviation = 1.23) when age is revealed on the site (67% of
participants reveal their age). The mean age for twenty-six (26) cases of males is 15.31
(std. deviation = 1.32). The mean age for twenty-one (21) cases of females is 15.67
(std. deviation = 1.11).

The blogs were retrieved from two weblog search engines and LiveJournal'.
The search engines were Blogsearchengine”, which categorizes blogs into primary

99 ¢¢

content areas such as “entertainment blogs,” “writing blogs™ or “teen blogs,” and
blo.gs'®, which provides a directory of recently updated weblogs and allows users to
track favorite blogs. LiveJournal remains one of the oldest and most popular blog
sites.

Blogs were retrieved from each of these web sites using search strings such as
“teens”, “teen blogs” and “teenager”, revealing 347 teen blogs. After reviewing each
link, and removing inactive URLs or links to non-teenagers (including 18- and 19-
year-olds), 184 blogs remain (males = 63, females = 121), which represents the final
sample of active teenage blogs. Because of the abundance of female blog results, the

sample was separated by gender and a stratified random sampling method is employed

to even the sample. Using “select cases” in SPSS, 70 blogs were randomly sampled

' http://www.livejournal.com
15 hitp://www.blogsearchengine.com
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from the total count, which represents a 95% confidence level of the total sample of
teenage bloggers.
n =70 (males = 35, females = 35)

Two (2) cases caused a continual software glitch in which the data could not be
processed using DICTION. The problem was indeterminable, and after a review with
Georgetown University software consultant, Rusan Chen, it was decided these cases
would have to be removed in order to continue. Therefore, the sample was reduced to

68 cases.

3.2 Procedure

The front page of each weblog is analyzed and scored for personal information,
name choice, avatar construction, emotive features, blog characteristics and language
content. The complete codebook is available in the Appendix. Weblogs are also
scored using DICTION 5.0, a content analysis software package developed by Dr.
Roderick P. Hart, which evaluates the blogs in terms of word counts in order to create
language scores for tone and semantic features.

DICTION 5.0 analyzes texts and creates numerical frequencies based on word

ratios. DICTION counts the words of a text and compares them with 33 built-in

16 http://blo.gs
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dictionaries to create a standard set of scores based on these lists of words. For
instance, any reference to “I”, “I’'m”, “me” or “my” in the text, an obvious indicator of
identity, falls under the “self-reference” dictionary and scores are generated for the
number of instances.

Thirty-five (35) individual language scores also make up formulas for four
master variables, which measure the major tone of the text, and five calculated
variables, which are based on word ratios, including adjective to verb ratios, and
variety and complexity of the total words used. The details of DICTION’s dependent
measures are explained later in this chapter.

Interobserver reliability was calculated for 29% of the blog sample.
Interobserver reliability for frequency was calculated as two times the number of

agreements divided by the total number of scores for Scorer 1 and Scorer 2 for all

variables.

3.3 Dependent Measures

3.3.1 Disclosure of Personal Information

Each blog is examined for the amount of personal or private information
revealed in the text. This includes: first name; full name; age; birth date and location
of the blog author; and contact information (email address, instant messaging user

name or a link to another personal web page or home page). Interobserver reliability
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for personal information was as follows: first name = 90%; full name = 90%; age =
91%; birth date = 85%; location = 85%; and contact information = 100%, which entails
an email address, where interobserver reliability =100%, an instant messenger name =

95% and a URL to a personal home page = 80%.

3.3.2 Online Name Choice

The blogs were examined to understand what types of names teenage boys and
girls choose. Names are categorized in two ways: 1) realistic names (e.g. Jennifer,
Robert, or Chris) and 2) online handles (which refer to a name or nickname that is only
used online such as Monkeydork, Angel556, or LittleMissConformity). Interobserver

reliability = 85%.

3.3.3 Avatar Selection

The blogs are scored for the ways avatars are constructed and presented. For
blogs in which the author uses an avatar, avatars are categorized as the following: 1) a
photograph of a person (most likely the author); 2) cartoon, drawing or animated
characters; 3) environmental images (e.g. beach, tree, flower, lightning storm, sunset);
4) animals; 5) objects (e.g. chair, hammer, book); 6) written text with graphical
background; 7) a realistic but abstract or artistic image; and 8) images from popular
culture (e.g. musicians, actors and sports figures). Interobserver reliability regarding
the existence of avatars = 90%, and the categorization of avatars = 80%.
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3.3.4 Emotive Features

The blogs are examined for any use of emoticons or smileys. Total emoticons
are counted and divided into five categories: 1) happy; 2) sad; 3) angry; 4) flirty; and
5) tired.

Emoticons are also divided into graphical icons, such as ©, and text-based
smileys, such as :-), in order to assess how emoticons are expressed online. Coders
capture a total emoticon count for each type (Happy, Sad, etc.) and then the count of
graphical and text-based emoticons.

Interobserver reliability for emoticon frequency and use = 85% for use of
emoticons and 95% for number of instances of emoticons. Interobserver reliability for
type of emoticons was the following: Happy =97%; Sad = 90%; Angry = 94%:; Flirty =
83%; and Tired = 100%. Interobserver reliability for use of graphical emoticons =

96%; text-based emotions = 99%.

3.3.5 Blog Abandonment, Frequency of Use and Blog Characteristics

The coders scored for blog abandonment, frequency of use and blog
characteristics. Interobserver reliability was as follows: abandonment rate (if the blog
has not been updated within the last three months) = 95%; frequency of blog posts =

99%,; if blogs posts are updated more than once a day = 80% or once a week =95%; if
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blogs include a subject line = 100%; comment or feedback links = 95%; archives =

90%; and links to other blogs = 90%.

3.3.6 Common Blog Themes

The coders also score for offensive or abusive language (essentially, the word
“f#&k”) and how many instances of this word are used. Interobserver reliability was
as follows: regarding offensive language = 90%; regarding instances of offensive
words = 98%; inference or discussion of music, bands/musicians or lyrics = 85%;
references to school, classes, homework or grades = 85%; references to romantic
relationships with other boys or girls (e.g. a boyfriend/girlfriend, or a “crush) = 95%;

and if the blog author intimates a heterosexual or homosexual preference = 100%.

3.3.7 Introduction to DICTION

In order to evaluate the language used on blogs, content analysis software is
utilized for its reliability, validity and popularity within the social science
community'’. DICTION, which takes into account language context as well as word
calculations, is used to examine: 1) prolificacy, which entails word and character

counts, average word lengths and number of different words; 2) overall tone and theme

17 See “Redeveloping DICTION: Theoretical Considerations" in M. West (Ed.), Theory,
Method. and Practice of Computer Content Analysis (New York: Ablex, 2001), pp. 43-60 for reliability
and validity details.
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of blogs using DICTION’s master variables; and 3) individual language scores which
are used to calculate the master variables.

DICTION’s master variables, which capture the major tone and feeling of the
text, are based on the calculations of thirty-five (35) individual language scores. The
master variables include activity, optimism, certainty, realism and commonality. The
language scores are determined using DICTION’s built-in dictionaries, which are word
lists generated from an analysis of thousands of texts, including political, academic,
journalistic, business, religious or creative texts (Hart, 2000).

DICTION also uses normative profiles for analyzing texts within specific contexts,
and includes six classes, some of which have subcategories: Business; Daily Life;
Entertainment; Journalism; Literature; Politics; and Scholarship. For this study, the
normative profile ”Daily Life” with the subcategory “Computer Chat Lines” is chosen.
Computer chat lines cover a diverse selection of online discussions (Hart, 2000).

Hart’s definitions for the master variables, calculated variables and individual
language scores are described later in this chapter, followed by the formulas used to

compute these variables.

3.3.8 Prolificacy
Prolificacy involves the production of an abundance of results. In this case,

words and characters are ascertained. Prolificacy is measured by: 1) total words; 2)
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total characters; 3) average word size and 4) number of different words. Children and
adolescents continue to develop more mature narratives as their language skills
improve (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999). This is evident in the amount and
variation of the words they use.

Because DICTION removes some words automatically and data results in
DICTION are “Total Words Analyzed” and “Total Characters Analyzed”, each file
was also opened in a word processor to retrieve a second set of word and character

counts. The results represent the word and character counts from the word processor.

3.3.9 Aggressive, Resolute and Active Language

Aggressive, resolute and active language scores are derived from DICTION’s
master variables, which are formulated using individual language scores. Master
variables used to analyze aggressive, resolute and active language include certainty and
activity, which are defined below. The individual language scores are also defined. A

description of the formula used to decipher these scores is provided.

3.3.9.1 Certainty

This master variable is based on language that indicates “resoluteness,

inflexibility and completeness, and a tendency to speak ex cathedra’® (Hart, 2000).

'8 From Dictionary.com: “Ex Cathedra -- With the authority derived from one's office or
position: the pope speaking ex cathedra; ex cathedra determinations.”
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Certainty is calculated as: [Tenacity + Leveling Terms + Collectivity + Insistence] —

[Numerical Terms + Ambivalence + Self-Reference + Variety]. Each of these

language scores is defined as follows:

1.

2.

Tenacity: Words that express confidence and totality.

Leveling: Words that express completeness and assurance.

Collectivity: Words that express social groupings such as a crowd or a world.
Insistence: This score assumes that repetition of words suggests a “preference
for a limited, ordered world” (Hart, 2000). The calculation uses this formula:

Heavily Used Words x Total Occurrences

10

Numerical Terms: Any date or number that deals with quantitative or numerical

operations.
Ambivalence: Words that express hesitation or uncertainty. This includes
hedge phrases, vagueness, or confusion.

Self-Reference: Words that express first-person references, such as I, I’d, I’ll,

me, my, mine.
Variety: This score divides the number of different words in a text by the total

words of a passage, assuming that a high score “indicates a speaker’s avoidance
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of overstatement and a preference for precise statements” (Hart, 2000). The
formula is:

Number of Different Words

Number of Total Words

3.3.9.2 Activity

This master variable is based on language that features “movement, change, the
implementation of ideas and the avoidance of inertia” (Hart, 2000). Activity is
calculated as: [Aggression + Accomplishment + Communication + Motion] -
[Cognitive Terms + Passivity + Embellishment]. Each of these language scores is
defined as follows:

1. Aggression: Words that express competition or forceful action, including terms
that imply physical energy or domination.

2. Accomplishment: Words that express the completion of a task, or methodical

human behavior.

3. Communication: Words that express social interaction, including face-to-face
or mediated modes, such as a film or telephone.
4. Motion: Words that express movement, speed, journeys, transit or physical

Processces.
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5. Cognitive Terms: Words that express “cerebral processes”, including

discovery, psychology, logic, mental challenges or learning practices.
6. Passivity: Words that express inactivity, compliance or docility.

7. Embellishment: This score calculates the ratio of adjectives to verbs, and

assumes that “heavy modification slows down a verbal passage, de-
emphasizing human and material action” (Hart, 2000). The calculation uses this
formula:

Praise + Blame + 1

Present Concern + Past Concern + 1

3.3.10 Passive, Cooperative and Accommodating L.anguage

Passive, cooperative and accommodating Language scores are derived from
DICTION’s master variables, which are also formulated using individual language
scores. The master variable used to analyze passive, cooperative and accommodating
language is commonality, which is defined below. The individual language scores are

also defined, as well as a description of the formula used to decipher these scores.

3.3.10.1 Commonality

This master variable is based on language that highlights “agreed upon values

of a group,” rejecting “idiosyncratic modes of engagement” (Hart, 2000).
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Commonality is calculated as: [Centrality + Cooperation + Rapport] - [Diversity +

Exclusion + Liberation]. Each of these language scores is defined as follows:

1.

Centrality: Words that express regularity, congruence, predictability,
universality or an agreement on central values.

Cooperation: Words that express formal, informal and intimate associations and
interactions.

Rapport: Words that express an affinity toward similarities among a group of
people

Diversity: Words that express non-conformity or heterogeneity.

Exclusion: Words that express social isolation.

Liberation: Words that express a rejection of social standards.

3.4 Summary

In sum, a variety of measures are used to investigate aspects of online identity

and language use. These include the disclosure of personal information, online name

and avatar choice, emotive features, word counts and semantic features. Additional

measures include common blog themes, blog characteristics, abandonment rates and

frequency of use in order to derive a better understanding of how teenagers are using

blogs to present and express themselves online. The next chapter depicts the results of

each dependent measure.
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Chapter 4. Results

The results cover aspects of online identity and language use for the total
population, as well as for males and females in particular. Specifically, the results
entail the disclosure of personal information, online name choice, avatar selection,
emotive features, common blog themes, blog characteristics and frequency of use, and
passive and aggressive language. Results were derived using chi-square analysis and
independent t-tests. Male and female blog usage is compared with the overall
population, and each section includes an overview, as well as gender similarities and

differences for each dependent measure.

4.1 Disclosure of Personal Information

4.1.1 Overview of Disclosed Personal Information

As depicted in Figure 4.1, bloggers reveal a considerable amount of personal
information about themselves. The most disclosed personal information includes first
name (70%), age (67%) and contact information (61%) in the form of email, an instant
messenger user name or a link to a personal web page. Less disclosed information
includes a birth date (39%) or full name (20%). Accounting for the different types of
contact information, an email address (44%) or instant messenger user name (44%) is

provided more often than a link to a home page (30%).
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Figure 4.1 — Distribution of Disclosed Personal Information
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4.1.2 Gender Similarities and Differences in Disclosure of Personal

Information

The first hypothesis is that males will provide more personal information than
females, such as name, age, location and contact information. There was a trend for
males to provide their location more often than females, xz(l) =2.89, p<.07. However,
as seen in Table 4.1, females were more likely than males to provide a link to a

personal web page, X2(1) =5.51, p<.02. Contrary to prediction, there were no gender
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differences for the majority of categories: first name; full name; age; birth date; contact

information; an email address; or an instant messenger user name.

Table 4.1 — Contingency Table for
Disclosure of Personal Information among Bloggers

DOES AUTHOR TOTAL MALE FEMALE 2
REVEAL...? (n=70) (n=35) (n=35) X 1¢

First name | 70% (49) | 36% (25) | 34% (24) 0.07 p<.50

Full name | 20% (14) 13% (9) 7% (5) 1.43 p<.19

Age | 67% (47) | 37% (26) | 30% (21) 1.62 p<.15

Birth date | 39% (27) | 21%(15) | 18%(12) | 0.54 p<31

Location | 59% (41) | 34% (24) | 25% (17) 2.89 p<.07

Contact information | 61% (43) | 27% (19) 34% (24) 1.51 p<.16

Email | 44% (31) | 19% (13) | 25% (18) 1.45 p<.17

Instant Messenger | 4o/ 31) | 2490 (16) | 20% (14) | 0.06 p<.50
name

Home page URL | 30% (21) 9% (6) 21% (15) 5.51 p<.02

4.2 Online Name Choice

4.2.1 Overview of Online Name Choice

One of the goals of this study is to understand what types of names authors
choose when creating and maintaining their blogs. Author names were categorized as

realistic names and online nicknames. As depicted in Table 4.2, blog authors chose a
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realistic name (53%) a little more often than an online nickname (47%), but there was
no significant difference between the two choices.

Table 4.2 — Contingency Table of Online Name Choice Among Bloggers

TOTAL MALE FEMALE

TYPE OF NAME (N=10) (=35) (=35)

Real or Realistic | 53% (37) | 30% (21) 23% (16)
Online Nickname | 47% (33) | 20% (14) 27% (19)

4.2.2 Gender Similarities and Differences of Online Name Choice

The second hypothesis is that males would choose realistic names more often
than females. Contrary to prediction, there were no gender differences for online name
choice. Table 4.2 depicts online name choice between male, female, and the total

population of bloggers.

4.3 Avatar Selection

4.3.1 Overview of Avatar Selection

Less than half (44%) of the sample population use an avatar when creating and
maintaining blogs. Among bloggers who use an avatar, an overwhelming amount
chose a realistic photograph of a person (39%), followed by a cartoon, drawing or

animated character (16%), text with graphics (16%), a realistic but abstract, artistic
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image (16%), an image from popular culture such as a musician, actor or sports figure

(10%) and a picture of an animal (3%).

4.3.2 Gender Similarities and Differences in Avatar Selection

The third hypothesis was that males would create avatars more often than
females. Contrary to prediction, there were no gender differences for using avatars in
blogs. Although the differences were not statistically significant, females selected a
realistic photograph of a person more often than males, as well as a realistic, but
somewhat artistic or abstract image. By contrast, males selected text with creative
graphics more often than females. Table 4.3 provides the percentages of avatar choice
among total bloggers, males and females.

Table 4.3 — Contingency Table of Avatar Selection Among Bloggers

TOTAL MALE FEMALE

AVATAR | n_70) (n=35) (n=35)

Photographofa | 550, 1) | 13004y | 26% (3)
person

Cartoon, drawing 0 o o
or illustration 16% (5) 10% (3) 6% (2)

Animal 3% (1) 3% (1) 0
Text with Graphics | 16% (5) 16% (5) 0
Realistic but o .
Abstract image | 07° ) 0 16% (5)
Image of Popular o . .
Culture 10% () 7% (2) 3% (1)
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4.4 Emotive Features

4.4.1 Overview of Emotive Features

More than half (63%) of the total population of bloggers use emoticons in their
blogs, whether in the form of a graphic, such as ©, or a text-based smiley, such as ;-).
Emoticons used in the blogs were overwhelmingly Happy (53%). Sad (30%)
emoticons were also very popular, followed by Angry (4%), Flirty (5%), or Tired

(5%). Figure 4.2 portrays the percentage of emoticon types within the total sample.

Figure 4.2 - Overall Emoticon Use
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Again, the emoticons used in the blogs represent both graphical icons and text-
based smileys. The division between these two types is very close: 49% of the total

emoticon count is graphical; 51% are text-based. Figure 4.3 demonstrates how
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graphics and text were used within each emoticon choice: Happy; Sad; Angry; Flirty;
or Tired. Happy emoticons tipped toward text-based over graphical. Sad emoticons
were almost evenly split between graphical and text-based forms. Angry and Tired
emoticons were overwhelmingly graphical, mainly because replicating these emotions
are difficult in text form. By contrast, Flirty emoticons (often in the form of a ;) or a

:P which represent a “wink” or a “tongue sticks out”) were mostly text-based.

Figure 4.3 - Percentage of Graphic vs. Text Emoticons
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4.4.2 Gender Similarities and Differences in Emotive Features

The fourth hypothesis was that females would use emoticons more often than
males. Contrary to prediction, there were no gender differences for how often

emoticons were used. Surprisingly, of those who used emoticons in their blogs, there
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was a trend where males averaged more emoticons than females (X = 8.6 vs. X = 3.9,

respectively), tes) = 1.68, p<.10. Also, as conveyed in Table 4.4, males average more
flirty emoticons in their blogs than females (X = 0.5 vs. X = 0.1, respectively), where

tes) = 2.13, p<.04. There was another trend where males average more sad emoticons
than females (X = 2.4 vs. X = 0.9, respectively), tes) = 1.74, p<.09.

Table 4.4 — Average Emoticon Types

TYPE OF EMOTICON Mﬁ‘gé‘" 1;%{‘}11{‘]’;
Happy 3.8 2.1
Sad 24 0.9
Angry or frustrated 0.3 0.1
Flirty 0.5 0.1
Tired or sleepy 0.4 0.2

4.5 Blog Abandonment, Frequency of Use and Blog Characteristics

4.5.1 Overview of Blog Abandonment, Frequency of Use and Blog

Characteristics

Blog abandonment and frequency of use demonstrate how important blogs may
be for adolescents when they communicate online. A significant number of blogs

(43%) in this sample had not been updated within the last three months. For the total
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sample, which includes abandoned blogs, the average number of blog posts on the
front page was 7.77. For frequency of posts, 33% of authors had updated their blogs
more than once a day, and 76% of blogs were updated more than once a week.
Archives, where authors had maintained their blogs for several months to several
years, were found in 50% of blogs.

Blogs defy many characteristics often used to define them (Blood, 2002; Winer,
2003). In the sample, 67% of blogs provided a comment link for users to provide
feedback. Only 45% of authors used a subject line in their blog posts. Half of all

blogs (50%) linked to another blog or blogger.

4.5.2 Gender Similarities and Differences in Blog Abandonment,

Frequency of Use and Blog Characteristics

The fifth hypothesis was that males would abandon their blogs more often than
females. The sixth hypothesis was that females would link to other bloggers more
often than males. Contrary to prediction, there were no gender differences for
abandonment or links to other bloggers. As depicted in Table 4.5, gender use is more

alike than different for blog abandonment, frequency of use and blog characteristics.
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Table 4.5 — Contingency Table of Abandonment, Frequency of Use and Blog
Characteristics among Bloggers

TOTAL MALE FEMALE
(N=70) (n=35) (n=35)
T bandened? | 3% G0) | 20%(14) | 23% (19
Morethanirt:lzleé)a(;s; 33% (23) | 16% (11) 17% (12)
Vore than one POSI 760, (53) | 39% 27) | 37% (26)

Does blog have a
subject line?
Does blog have a
comment section?

Link to other blogs? | 50% (35) | 26% (18) | 24% (17)

Does blog have
archives?

46% (32) | 24% (17) | 22% (15)

67% (47) | 31% (22) | 36% (25)

50% (35) | 29% (20) | 21% (15)

4.6 Common Blog Themes

4.6.1 Overview of Common Blog Themes

It is important to examine blogs for language content and common themes that
adolescents’ might use to express themselves. For instance, is school, music or
relationships an important part of their lives? Do they use profanity? Do they discuss
or express their sexual identity? The seventh hypothesis was that blog content would
be predominantly about school, music, relationships and sexual identity, as there are

profound parts of a teenage environment.
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School definitely remains an important discussion on blogs, with 71% of the
total authors discussing school throughout their blogs, whether in terms of their
experiences during a school day, completing homework or exams, and even pressures
regarding college.

A little less than half of the total bloggers (46%) alluded to music in their blogs,
whether it includes music they are currently listening to, favorite bands, concerts
attended, music downloads or mp3s, and even lyrics from popular songs.

Mentioning relationships with another boy or girl occurred in almost half (49%)
of blogs. This includes physical attraction, a boyfriend or girlfriend, being “in love” or
having a “crush.” Seventeen percent of authors in this sample discussed being
homosexual.

Explicit language is found in less than half of the blogs, as 40% of authors used

the word “f#&k” in their posts, which is still a particularly large proportion.

4.6.2 Gender Similarities and Differences in Common Blog Themes

Overall, discussion regarding school, music and relationships is split evenly
among male and female bloggers. Most of this discussion revolves around daily
activities at school, or even homework, favorite bands or current music they listen to,
as well as boyfriends, girlfriends or other people they like or have a crush on. While

17% of authors in this sample discuss being homosexual, these authors were
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overwhelmingly male (83%), xz(l) = 6.44, p<.01, with only two instances of females
discussing being a lesbian or a transgender.

The eighth hypothesis was that males would use more explicit language than
females in their blogs. Contrary to prediction, there were no gender differences for
explicit language use. Table 4.6 depicts blog content and themes for the total
population of the sample, as well as male and female bloggers.

Table 4.6 — Contingency Table of Explicit Language, Sexual Identity, School, and
Music among Bloggers

TOTAL MALE FEMALE
(n=70) (n=35) (n=35)

Offensive Language | 40% (28) | 21% (15) | 19% (13)

Relationships | 49% (34) | 25% (17) | 25% (17)
Homosexuality | 17% (12) | 14% (10) 3% (2)

School | 71% (50) | 35% (25) | 35% (25)

Music | 46% (32) | 24% (16) | 24% (16)

4.7 Prolificacy

4.7.1 Overview of Prolificacy

Prolificacy is understood in terms of word and character counts, as well as

average word lengths and number of different words. Overall teenage bloggers
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averaged 2261.34 words on the front page of each blog, and 9718.82 characters. The

average word length was 3.98 and the number of different words was 714.91.

4.7.2 Gender Similarities and Differences in Prolificacy

The ninth hypothesis was that females would use more total words than males
in their blog posts. Contrary to prediction, there were no gender differences in word

counts, character counts, average word lengths or number of different words, as

depicted in Table 4.7.

Table 4.7 -- Average Prolificacy Scores among Bloggers

Mean Score Mean Score Mean Score
TOTAL MALE FEMALE
Word Count 2261.34 2383.68 2139.00
Character Count 9718.82 10357.41 9080.24
Average Word Length 3.98 3.97 4.00
Number of Different 714.91 763.6 666.2
Words
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4.8 Aggressive, Resolute and Active L.anguage

4.8.1 Gender Similarities and Differences of Aggressive, Resolute and

Active Language

The tenth hypothesis was that males would use language that is more
aggressive, resolute and active than females. As shown in Table 4.8, males had a
higher mean score than females (X = 42.44 vs. X = 40.33, respectively) for the master
variable, certainty, tgs) = 2.16, p<.03.

As Table 4.9 highlights, there was also trend where males had a higher mean
score than females (X = 51.04 vs. X = 50.06, respectively) for the master variable,
activity, tee) = 1.78, p<.08. Within the activity dimension, the prediction that males
would have more motion in their language than females (X =4.94 vs. X = 3.67,
respectively), was supported by a trend, tee) = 1.94, p<.06. Contrary to prediction,
there were no gender differences for the sub-scores of aggression favoring males and

passivity favoring females.
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Table 4.8 — Mean Language Scores for Certainty

Mean Score Mean Score
MALE FEMALE
Certainty 42.44 40.33
Tenacity 32.31 31.65
Leveling 8.56 7.89
Collectivity 4.46 3.18
Insistence 43.90 37.57
Numerical 32.99 33.00
Ambivalence 17.49 19.62
Self-reference 35.43 38.84
Variety 0.534 553

Table 4.9 — Mean Language Scores for Activity

Mean Score Mean Score
MALE FEMALE

Activity 51.04 50.06
Aggression 3.03 2.14
Accomplishment 5.14 4.60
Communication 8.83 9.38
Motion 4.94 3.67
Cognitive Terms 7.82 8.68
Passivity 3.96 3.83
Embellishment 43.90 37.57
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4.9 Passive, Cooperative and Accommodating L.anguage

4.9.1 Gender Similarities and Differences in Passive, Cooperative and

Accommodating Language

The final hypothesis was that females would use language that is more passive,
cooperative and accommodating than males. Contrary to prediction, there were no
gender differences for the master variable, commonality, or the sub scores for passivity,
as well as cooperation or rapport, as depicted in Tables 4.10.

Table 4.10 — Mean Language Scores for Commonality

Mean Score Mean Score
MALE FEMALE
WW‘W
Centrality 1.56 0.69
Cooperation 1.71 2.41
Rapport 0.69 0.82
Diversity 0.91 0.42
Exclusion 0.75 0.92
Liberation 1.66 1.32

4.10 Summary of Results

This study discovered several gender similarities and differences among

teenage bloggers. Overall, contrary to other computer-mediated communication
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(CMC) studies, gender use of blogs is more alike than different, demonstrating that
blogs may be an accessible arena for teenagers to present and express themselves
online, or that Internet users might adhere to an existing set of standards or norms in
online communication.

Teenagers reveal a lot of personal information in their blogs, including first
name, full name, age, birth date, location, and even contact information, in the form of
an email address, an instant messenger user name or a link to a personal home page.
There are no gender differences for revealing personal information, except in the case
where females provide a link to a personal web page more often than males and a trend
where males provide their location more often than females.

The choice between a realistic name and an online nickname is almost even
among teenage bloggers, indicating that online names are a matter of personal
preference. It is not imperative that an online persona must use a creative or fictitious
name. There are also no gender differences for online name choice.

Unlike other forms of CMC, avatars are not an essential part of blog
characteristics. Less than half of teenage bloggers even utilize an avatar, and there are
no gender differences for avatar use.

Unlike avatars, emoticons form an important part of blog expressions, with

more than half using both graphical and text-based emoticons to express their moods or
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to enhance the meaning of a message. The emoticons used in these blogs are
overwhelmingly Happy, but Sad is used quite often. Flirty, Angry, or Tired emoticons
are also present, but used less frequently. There are no gender differences on how
often emoticons are used; however, of those who use emoticons in their blogs, males
average more emoticons than females in their blogs. Males also average more flirty
emoticons than females. There is a trend where males average more sad emoticons
than females.

There is a fairly high amount of blog abandonment in this sample, but there are
no gender differences. Some blogs are abandoned right away, with only one or two
posts, suggesting a worn-out novelty. Other blogs are abandoned after years, as
teenagers enter college. Finally, some blogs are not abandoned, but replaced by a new
blog-site.

Users average over seven and a half posts per page. While roughly one-third
post to their blogs more than once a day, a majority of bloggers post more than once a
week. Half of bloggers use common blog characteristics such as comments, links to
other bloggers or archives. There are also no gender differences, however, in
frequency of use or choosing common features of blogs.

The content of blogs does include topics that reflect a teenager’s real-world

identity, including school, relationships, sexual identity and even music. There are,
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however, no gender differences in common blog themes, except in the case of sexual
identity. While seventeen percent of authors in the blog sample discuss being
homosexual, the authors are overwhelmingly male, highlighting an online environment
where teenagers may feel comfortable to express and discuss their sexuality in a safe
and comfortable way.

A little less than half of all teenage bloggers use explicit language in their blog
posts, perhaps because there is more privacy in a blog or fewer consequences for using
such language in a blog rather than in a school or home, or because this language is a
replication of the common expressions used in the real-world of a teenager. However,
there are no gender differences in the use of explicit language.

Unlike other forms of CMC, such as a message board or an instant messaging
application where users write short and quick messages, blogs typically contain large
and thoughtful amounts of text. Therefore, blogs provide a space where an in-depth
linguistic analysis is warranted. This not only includes the sheer number of words used
in a post, but also the semantic features and tone of a blog. While the average number
of words of each blog is pretty high (exceeding 2000 words on the front page), there
are no gender differences — males and females share a similar prolificacy.

There are some differences in the semantic features of blog language. Males do

use a language that is more active and resolute than females. Males have a higher
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mean language score for the master variable certainty, which refers to language that is
inflexible or resolute, than females. There is also a trend where males have a higher
mean language score for the master variable, activity, than females. Males also have a
higher sub-score for motion, which entails movement and speed. In contrast, however,
there are no gender differences for the use of passive, cooperative or accommodating

language.
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Chapter 5. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine how teenagers present and express
themselves online using weblogs. Online identity was explored in several ways: 1) the
disclosure of real-world personal information; 2) the types of online names chosen; 3)
the types avatars selected; and 4) emotive features used to express thoughts and
feelings. Language content and use were explored in three ways: 1) the themes
teenagers discuss (music, school, relationships); 2) the level of prolificacy in each
blog; and 3) the tone and semantics of the blogs, focusing on aggressive, resolute,
passive, and cooperative features of language. Additionally, this study examined the
common characteristics of blogs (i.e. technical features), along with frequency of use

and abandonment rates.

5.1 Disclosure of Personal information

Anonymity and flexibility is inherent in the Internet arena. Freedom from
physical constraints, as well as the ability to design one’s persona, creates an
expectation that users would experiment with an online identity (Turkle, 1995).
Exploring identity can take place on a variety of levels: in the name or character an
online user presumes; in the types of information that is revealed online; and the

relationship of this information between the virtual and the nonvirtual world (Calvert,
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2002; Doring, 2002; Jacobson, 1999; Turkle, 1995). In short, people can present
themselves in a realistic way or a fictitious way.

In some computer-mediated communication (CMC) contexts, such as multi-
user domains, anonymity and flexibility are common experiences (Calvert, 2002;
Turkle, 1995). This is not the case, however, with teenage blogs. Blogs provide a
space for self-expression, usually in the form of long, personal and thoughtful entries
(Herring, Scheidt et al., 2004). The online presentations of teenagers demonstrate that
blogs are an extension of the real-world, rather than a place where people like to
pretend. For instance, teenagers reveal a considerable amount of personal information
in their blogs. This includes first and sometimes last name, age and location. The
majority of teenage bloggers discuss things that influence or impact their real-world,
such as school or relationships, and attach their real-world identity to these discussions.
In the case of location, males provide a little more personal information; but in all
other cases, both males and females are revealing the same information.

Teenagers also provide different ways for others to contact them online. This
includes an email address, an instant messenger user name, or even a link to a personal
home page (which may contain other forms of contact information). While males and
females provide the same types of contact information, females make a link to personal

web site available more often than males. This is interesting in light of previous
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studies that suggest females may be hesitant or fearful of male dominance, sexual
harassment or even cyberstalking, which includes stalking, threatening, or harassing

another person in an online environment (Earley, 1999; Gilbert, 1995; Herring, 1993).

5.2 Online Name Choice and Avatar Selection

Names remain an important aspect of how adolescents identify who they are in
light of self-definition and social interaction (Calvert, 2002). This is especially true on
the Internet because a name is the most prevalent representation of the online user.
Names are practically a necessity on the Internet, whether in the form of an email
address, a user name, or even an account name to log on to a website or the Internet.

In previous studies, children and adolescents chose realistic names more often
than other forms (Bechar-Israeli, 1995; Calvert et al., 2003). This is true to some
extent for blogs; bloggers choose realistic names slightly more often than an online
handle. The difference was slight enough to be almost even, suggesting that online
name choice is a matter of personal preference. There is no expectation that, once
online, a user is expected to be creative or fictitious in their name choice. Similarly,
males and females are alike in their name selection, revealing no gender difference.

Again, there is an important contextual aspect to CMC that may create a
difference in usage. For instance, creating an avatar is essential for visually-based

MUDs (Turkle, 1995) but not for blogs. While blogs offer the option to portray an
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avatar, or any other graphic, less than half of bloggers choose to use an avatar in their

blogs.

5.3 Emotive Features

Unlike avatars, emoticons and smileys are prominent in blogs. As David
Crystal (2002) suggests, emoticons are used to fill a void in communication. Because
online interactions cannot rely on facial and body gestures to express thoughts or
feelings, emoticons are used for several reasons. First, they help to accentuate or
emphasize a tone or meaning during message creation and interpretation (Crystal,
2001). Second, emoticons help establish a current mood or impression of the author
(Constantin et al., 2002b). For instance, if the author is complaining about school, and
including emoticons of anger or sadness, the reader may derive more depth or feeling
from the message. Third, emoticons are a creative and visually-salient way to add
expression to an otherwise completely literary form (Crystal, 2001).

More than half of the total bloggers use emoticons, whether graphical or text-
based. While the majority of emoticons are Happy or Sad, bloggers sometimes use
Angry, Flirty or Tired emoticons. Graphical and text-based emoticons are used with
the same frequency, except in the case of flirty, which is dominated by text-based
smileys, and the cases of Tired and Angry, which are almost completely graphical.

The reason for this is two-fold: first, it is difficult to represent Angry or Tired in a text-
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based form, or flirty in a graphical form; or second, while :) and :( are pretty standard,
other types of smileys may be less known.

Some studies suggest that females use emoticons more often than males in
instant messaging applications and newsgroups (Lee, 2003; Witmer & Katzman, 1997;
Wolf, 2000). However, this is not the case with blogs. Among authors who use
emoticons in their blogs, however, males actually average more emoticons than
females in their posts. Similarly, males average more sad and flirty emoticons than
females. This suggests that emoticons are becoming more prevalent in online
interactions, partly due to the fact that they are often built into CMC applications such

as instant messaging, chat rooms, message boards and now blogs.

5.4 Real-life Blog Content

The content of teenage blogs focuses on the types of elements that impact a

teenager in the real-world. For instance, a majority of bloggers discuss school, classes,
homework, and even college preparation. Similarly, half of all bloggers discuss sexual
identity and love relationships, boyfriends/girlfriends, or “crushes”. Almost half talk
about music, favorite musicians or bands, concerts or lyrics, sometimes alluding to
what’s “on the playlist.” Almost half of teenage bloggers also use explicit language in

their posts.
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Not surprisingly, the common topics of blogs link to the types of identity
expected in a normal teenage world. Rather than experiment with an online persona,
teenagers use blogs to express their nonvirtual identity. For instance, peer
relationships remain an essential part of identity formation in the adolescent stage of
development (Erikson, 1993). Because teenagers spend a significant amount of time in
school settings, it would also seem evident that school has an important impact on
identity (Collins & Kuczaj, 1991). In short, teenage bloggers are presenting their
identity in a way to supplement self-impressions to people who are unfamiliar with
them, or to enhance self-impressions to people who are familiar with them (Doring,
2002), all of which is grounded in the context of the real-world.

While there are no gender differences in common blog content, there is an
interesting finding regarding sexual identity. While seventeen percent of bloggers
discuss their homosexuality, the population is overwhelmingly male. This suggests
that male bloggers may be using blogs as a safe and comfortable environment to be
honest, or even candid, about their sexual identity and feelings. Unlike a private diary,
discussing “coming out” online can be empowering, as the author is well aware that his
blog can be read in the public sphere. This may be uncharacteristic of the total

population of males in the nonvirtual world, especially when considering how
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historical discourse about homosexuality was established with negative connotations

and even punishable (Foucault, 1990).

5.5 Internet Privacy and Safety

Sexual predators will always be a chief concern for parents and educators. “Don’t
talk to strangers” is a parental idiom for teaching awareness of the dangers of
pedophilia and sexual predation to their children. However, on the Internet, where
virtuality provides a sense of freedom from physical harm, people may feel less afraid
of the online stranger. Yet the Internet’s anonymity makes it an attractive medium for
sexual predators and cyberstalkers, as sexual predators can deceive online adolescents
by pretending to be younger (Earley, 1999).

Because teenage bloggers are revealing a considerable amount of personal
information, as well as multiple ways to contact them online, the dangers of
cyberstalking and communicating with strangers online must also be considered. An
awareness of the dangers of revealing private information online must also be

cultivated.

5.6 Blogs Characteristics

Many scholars and journalists have tried to define the fundamental
characteristics of blog, typically by the technical features (Blood, 2002, 2003b; Winer,

2003). However, as Herring, Scheidt et al. (2004) suggest, the interactivity of blogs
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and the links between bloggers and the online community are exaggerated. Around
half of bloggers use technical features that make blogs “distinct” such as comments,
archives, links to other bloggers, or even a subject line. There are also no gender
differences in choosing blog features, amassing an archive of past posts, or linking to
fellow bloggers. This suggests that highly personalized content and intimate
expressions are characteristics of the people who create and maintain blogs (Herring,

Scheidt et al., 2004).

5.7 Blog Abandonment and Frequency of Use

Similar to other studies (Greenspan, 2003; Henning, 2003), almost half of
teenage blogs are abandoned. While there are no gender differences in abandonment,
the considerable number of abandoned blogs raises questions about their popularity
and longevity as a CMC. Blogs may just be a novelty, something that online teenagers
may try out, but become tired of. Another reason could be that blogs are something
online teenagers may be interested in early on, but “grow out of.”

Active blogs demonstrate high levels of loyalty by authors. While only a third
of bloggers post more than once in a day, a majority of bloggers post more than once a
week. This devotion is reminiscent of a private diary, where repeated posts create a

narrative for teenagers to self-express and reflect upon past entries (Herring, Scheidt et
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al., 2004). While there are no gender differences in frequency of use, bloggers average

over seven posts on a single page.

5.8 Active and Resolute L.anguage Use

Again, due to the sheer amount of language used in blogs, the semantic features
may reveal some gender differences that compare with previous literature. For
instance, Robin Lakoff’s theories on gender and language suggest that females use a
language that is passive, promoting shyness and lower self-confidence (Eckert &
McConnell-Ginet, 2003). In CMC contexts, two studies suggest that females use a
language that is polite, appreciative and cooperative (Herring, 2000; Savicki, 1996).
By contrast, males use a language that is more confident (Arnold & Miller, 1999),
more aggressive, and less concerned with politeness (Herring, 2000).

In blogs, males do use a language that is more active, inflexible and resolute,
which resonates with some of Susan Herring’s work (Herring, 1993, 2001). Females,
however, do not use a more passive, cooperative or accommodating language as
Lakoff would propose. This suggests that the language on the Internet is changing, as
well as the participants and social interactions. The latest wave of teenage females, at
least female bloggers, may be completely different than the gender roles Lakoff

observed.
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In sum, the language of blogs echoes Michelle Rodino’s (1997) claim that
comparing traditional gender and language studies to language on the Internet is often
oversimplified because online interactions offer more freedom and flexibility. While
males may use a more active and resolute language in their blogs, it does not assume a
binary relationship: females do not necessarily use passive or accommodating

language.

5.9 Summary

Overall, this study has demonstrated that blogs contain more gender similarities
than differences when looking at aspects of online identity and language use. This is
especially true in the disclosure of personal information, online name choice, avatar
selection, common blog themes and blog characteristics. Some findings, such as males
tend to use more emoticons than females, or that homosexual identity expressed in
blogs is overwhelmingly male, suggest interesting particulars in online presentation
and self-expression, yet the abundance of similarities also suggest that blogs are easy

to use for both males and females.
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Chapter 6. Conclusion

Identity is an essential part of the human experience, but for adolescents,
identity marks a developmental milestone (Calvert, 2002; Erikson, 1993). Identity has
been approached in terms of the relationships between the internal experience, such as
personality and self-definition, and the external world, such as social relationships and
shared values (Erikson, 1993; Freud, 1989; Jung, 1976; Lacan, 1986). The Internet has
provided even more context for identity, as the virtual world provides an even more
complex set of relationships, as well as opportunities for exploration, flexibility and
even anonymity. Similarly, the language on the Internet represents a new type of
discourse that is shaped by the creativity and innovation of its community (Crystal,
2001).

Weblogs represent a computer-mediated communication (CMC) environment
where both identity and language are interesting areas of exploration. Not only are
teenagers using weblogs to present an online identity, but also as a way to express their
ideas, experiences, and feelings using an adapted language. In some cases, these blogs
also interlink to form online communities, similar to the peer relationships observed in
the real-world.

The finding that teenagers reveal a considerable amount of personal

information such as name, age and location highlights how blogs are used as
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extensions of the real-world, rather than a place to explore new identities. An
exception is the case of homosexual males, which use blogs to discuss their sexual
identity or to come out. Teenagers are using blog spaces to share intimate details of
the real-world influences and experiences that impact their development.

Interestingly, gender use of blogs is more alike than different. Perhaps blogs
are easy to use for both males and females, or perhaps this generation of Internet users
is becoming more adept at online communication and interaction. For instance, the
trend that males are averaging more emoticons than females contradicts early literature
on emoticon use in instant messaging applications and newsgroups (Lee, 2003; Witmer
& Katzman, 1997; Wolf, 2000). Similarly, females are not using language that is more
passive, accommodating or cooperative as depicted in earlier studies (Eckert &
McConnell-Ginet, 2003; Herring, 2000; Savicki, 1996).

In either case, blogs represent a CMC application that is popular for adolescents
to present and express themselves online. For example, the finding that seventeen
percent of bloggers discussed their homosexuality, and this group was overwhelmingly
male, suggests that blogs are a safe and comfortable for teenagers to divulge and
discuss their sexual identity.

Overall, blogs deserve further exploration in scholarship. They remain

important for technologists, teachers, parents and researchers who are interested in
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computer-mediated communication, online communities, children and technology, and

adolescent development.

6.1 Policy Considerations

6.1.1 Privacy

The findings in this study suggest that more consideration must be given to
issues of privacy on the Internet. Teenagers are not only providing personal
information such as name, age and location, but are also disclosing intimate details of
their lives. In a world where sexual harassment, pedophilia and cyberstalking are still
serious fears, teenagers must be aware of the dangers of contacting strangers or
providing private information that could endanger them (Earley, 1999). Parents and
teachers can be responsible for reminding teenagers of potential dangers online, but
blog-hosts such as LiveJournal or Blogger could also be a pivotal force in encouraging

awarencss.

6.1.2 Educational Value

The findings of this study also suggest that blogs might be a consideration for
use as an educational technology, especially as a classroom application. Because
males and females are writing equal numbers of words in this study, and the average

post exceeds 2000 words, blogs may be an avenue for promoting literacy and language
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skills. Males and females are essentially telling stories in their blogs, which is an
important catalyst for language development (Huffaker, D., 2004); therefore, blogs
may be a useful tool for encouraging storytelling in the classroom. Furthermore,
because blogs are situated on the Internet, they can be accessed anytime and anywhere,
and utilized beyond the school walls, which may encourage the idea of lifelong

learning (Huffaker, D., 2003).

6.2 Future Research Considerations

The main limitation of this study is in its inability to control for age or other
factors, which could potentially influence issues of identity, as well as common themes
and the language used in blogs. Future studies need to be conducted with an increased
sample size using subjects of varying age and ethnicity, in order to contextualize age
and ethnicity as factors for creating and presenting identity, as well as language
development.

Furthermore, a deeper linguistic study might reveal stronger patterns of
language differences between males and females, as well as more intricacies into the
topics teenagers discuss online. The next step in this research should investigate
teenagers who have maintained their blogs for long periods of time in order to

delineate if and how identity and language have changed over time.
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It would also be interesting to match bloggers with their real-world identity in
order to note differences in communication patterns and identity between virtual and
nonvirtual environments. For instance, is the blogger quiet in the real-world, but loud
in the virtual world? How close do the online personas match the real-world personas?
Are the age, gender and ethnicities truthful or exaggerated? Studying a group of
bloggers in a classroom, for instance would reveal important distinctions between real-

world identities and virtual ones.

6.3 Final Word

The findings of this study indicate that weblogs are an easy to use and
accessible Internet application for online teenagers. Blogs are used as extensions of
real-world identities, as a means of exhibition, or possibly, as a way to share and
connect with the community around a teenager. Because blogs are easy to use, free to
the public, and encourage self-expression and self-presentation, their application in
educational environments is worth considering. Blogs enhearten authors and empower
voices. They make an excellent venue for developmental growth, exploration and
expression of identity, and allow youth to build a relationship with the community

around them.
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Chapter 7. Appendix

Content Analysis Code Book for Weblogs

Pre-Content Codes (This is just for administrative purposes)

WebID Assigned ID number
SiteName Site name devised from Title
Gender Gender of author (1 = Male, 2 = Female)

Blogtype What site is the blog hosted at?
1 = Livejournal

2 = Blogspot

3 = Xanga

4 = Vanity URL
5 = Blog-city

6 = t-Blog

7 = journalspace

Personal Information

*#% For some blogs, personal information and contact information may fall under
“User Profile” or one click away to a personal home page. Therefore, you may search
one level deeper for this information ***

realName Does author use First Name? {1 = Yes, 2 = No}

*** This does not include "Posted by ... ” names even if they are realistic. For
instance, “Posted by Austin” could refer to Austin Powers. However, where a name is
spelled a little different in the Posted By will work. For instance, if full name Lee Xin
Xan (is portrayed somewhere) and they call themselves “Li” then we can assume this
is the real name***

fullName Does author use Full Name (First and Last name?)
{l =Yes,2=No}

showAge Does author include age? {1 = Yes, 2 = No}
age What age? {ENTER AGE}
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birthDat Birthdate? {1 = Yes, 2 = No}

*#% The author may reveal this information in a “profile page” or within the blog. “I
turned 14 this year” is included... ***

showLoc Does author include location? {1 = Yes, 2 = No}

location Is the location in United States or Abroad?
{1 =US, 2 =Foreign)

showCont  Does author give contact information? {I1 = Yes, 2 =No}

email Email address? {1 = Yes, 2 =No}
IMname IM Name? {1 = Yes, 2 =No}
URL Does author provide a URL to “homepage™?

{l =Yes,2=No}

Blog Content and Use

abandon Has the blog been adandoned? (No post for more than three
months...){l =Yes, 2 =No}

**% The samples were taken in two sets: December 2003 and February 2004. The
files that are used for coding have already been saved as a local file. Therefore, the
dates captured are December 6 and February 18 respectively, therefore look for
September 6 and November 18 as the point of abandonment ***

blogPosts How many individual blog posts are on one page?
{ENTER NUMBER}
moreDay Does the author post more than once in a single day?

{1 =Yes,2=No}

moreWeek  Does the author post more than once in week?
{1 =Yes,2=No}

subLine Is there a subject Line for each post? {1 = Yes, 2 = No}
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comment Does author allow “comment” for “feedback” for each post?
(Comments are sometimes disguised in other names such as “props™) {1
=Yes, 2 =No}

blogLink Does the author link to other blogs? {1 = Yes, 2 = No}

*** This is typically a “blog roll” listed down the side of the page. If the blog links to
random website (a news site, for instance) it does not count YES under this category.
For LiveJournal users, links to a “‘friends” page is also considered a link to fellow
bloggers. ***

archives Does the blog have archives (and more than the posts on the front page?
{l =Yes,2=No}

offLang Does the author use offensive language? (“f@#k” only)
{1 =Yes,2=No}

fword How many instances of the word “f@#k” are used?
{INSERT NUMBER}
relation Do the author refer to a relationship or a “crush” on another boy or

girl?{1 =Yes, 2 =No}

gay Does the author intimate a homosexual preference?
{1 =Yes,2=No}

school Does the author refer to school, classes, homework or tests?
{1 =Yes, 2=No}

music Does the author discuss music, band names, styles (hip hop, punk, emo)
or lyrics? {1 = Yes, 2 = No}

Names and Nicknames

titleNam Does the blog title include the author’s real name?
{1 =Yes, 2=No}

namCateg  What type of NAME does the author use?
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1 = Realistic name
2 = Online Handle

namRelat If ONLINE HANDLE, name is related to...?
1 = Fantasy/mythology
2 = Concepts or object names
3 = Popular Culture: Musicians/Band Names, Actors/Actresses,
Sports figure
4 = Nonsense
5 = Slogan or motto
6 = Animal

Avatars
showAvat Does author use an avatar? {1 = Yes, 2 = No}

avatCatg If YES, what category?
1 = Photograph of a person
2 = Cartoon, Drawing or Animated character
3 = Environment (e.g. beach, flower, lightning storm, sunset)
4 = Animal
5 = Object (e.g. chair, hammer, book)
6 = Text w/ graphics
7 = Realistic but abstract image
8 = Popular Culture: Musicians, Actors, Sports figures

avatLocat Instances of avatar?
1 = single instance

2 = multiple instances

Emotive Features

showEmot  Does the author include emoticons or smileys?
{1 =Yes,2=No}

*** This includes both graphical emoticons © and text smileys : ) ***
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emotTOTA How many total emoticons? {ENTER NUMBER}

TOTgraph
TOTtext

Happy
Hgr
Htxt

Sad
Sgr
Stxt

Angry
Agr
Atxt

Flirty
Fgr
Ftxt

Blank
Bgr
Btxt

Tired
Tgr
Ttxt

Other
Ogr
Otxt

moods

How many are graphical icons? {ENTER NUMBER}
How many are text smileys? {ENTER NUMBER}

What types of emoticons?
Happy {ENTER NUMBER}
Graphical?
Text?

Sad {ENTER NUMBER}
Graphical?
Text?

Angry / Frustrated {ENTER NUMBER}
Graphical?
Text?

Flirty / Tongue Sticks Out (ENTER NUMBER}
Graphical?
Text?

Blank (ENTER NUMBER}
Graphical?
Text?

Tired / Sleepy (ENTER NUMBER}
Graphical?
Text?
Other (Often random, bizarre emoticons) {ENTER NUMBER}
Graphical?
Text?

Do blog posts include “moods”? {1 = Yes, 2 = No}
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