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Introduction

Internet: What is it? 


Trying to describe the Internet is like trying to describe that air exists to a five year old child. The explanation begins with saying it is there and exists, but that it is invisible. To any child who has been told that make-believe friends are not real or important, it is a paradox for parents to explain.  Our stumble begins with our premise that a leap of faith must begin the journey to understand that air is really there. Its proof of course is when we breath in—we must be taking something into our body. It is the experience that proves air exists just like the helium in the balloon from the fair that when we breath out, makes everyone laugh like a chipmonk. Now consider this: the Internet is often referred to as a “thing”—it is often treated as existing in the real world. When the question is asked about its location, people commonly say: cyberspace. Cyberspace –where is that? Accordingly, it is a place that resides essentially in our own minds but when connected and communicating through networks of computers we assume people are thinking about the same thing –cyberspace! Anyone explaining this is expecting a leap of faith about an invisible place with invisible people! Imagine explaining this to a kindergardener—you will have lost all credibility by this time.

Internet Phenomenon: A Communicative Process


The trouble is that the Internet is being referred to as a “thing: its material existence has emerged to provide a base of reference. Cyberspace resides in our minds but it is also represented in the intellectual productions of images and words that can be accessed—in a way, cyberspace is the 21st century equivalent of the encyclopedia brittanica with a twist (because it is maintained by community effort and publication). It is a place though that requires a leap of faith to trust what is there, really is there. People are using the Internet to express themselves whether through a website, gaming, purchase, email, downloads, uploads, mp3's, video clips, and the list is endless. Observe when you are connected to the Internet that there must be an audience—you, and a speaker—the website for instance communicates with both visual cues (its presentation) which are flexible (it offers information, links, advertisements, statistics, video, pictures) and sometimes even audio format (mp3, wmv, voc, wav, etc.). Users don't have to  exclusively be receivers either—their communication can be bi-directional such as with email, instant messaging, forums, and bidding. Many bi-directional experiences are interactive and are even referred to as “real time” in nature.  Users can also be what I like to refer to as the “super speaker”.  They can construct and upload their own website or forum and create a place on the Internet for people to go and interact without ever listening to feedback. Hence, the phenomenon of culture on the Internet begins as people begin to create.

Internet Culture: A Social Phenomenon


What really passes as Internet culture these days? Internet culture has been the focus of recent study for many sociologists in the past decade. The emergence of the computer as a communication device has transcended its previous use as an instrument of calculation. The use of computers by personnel, an electronic interface between people, has resulted in an array of interpretive experiences for people of all ages, race, intelligence, polity, gender, nationality, etc. Even the individual as a computer user faces an inward challenge and experience in terms of having enough confidence in one's ability to even use the computer (Sam, Othman, and Nordin, 2005)--this is often referred to as computer self-efficacy. However, many opportunities for computer use now exist and have infiltrated daily life with extraordinary commonality. In particular, the Internet's influence on society has created concerns about public space, identity, access, legality, freedom of speech and many situations that are still not fully known or even understood. Younger people in general have sought to use computers rather aggressively; adolescents are among the most experienced computer users (Tsai and Lin, 2004). Home computers connected to the Internet have benefited both the general public and students in terms of research (ebooks, Internet databases, and libraries), consumerism (online billpay and purchase) and correspondence (email and instant messaging).  


But while the issue of communication remains at large an arena of great interest for many anthropologists, psychologists, and sociologists, this study is meant to deal more specifically with the differences among men and women in regard to the activities on the Internet. Individuals on the Internet have the experience of an anonymous activity if they so choose, but also, this questions the user's choice for Internet activity, and how the computer is implemented as a communication device. If a person can be man or woman, both or neither, this opens up a new possibility of equality for Internet users via anonymous activity. 


We are familiar with the issues of gender equality, but now the lines have become more troublesome in cyberspace—if gender is not a qualifying characteristic of social equality what replaces it? Thusly, we know that everyone on the Internet is connected for a variety of reasons and interests. It is these interests that separate users on the internet: some are shopping, others are researching, several are viewing pornography, many are downloading files, a few are working online,  administrators are uploading, and so on. Where interests are concerned, it becomes more important to observe the pattern of thinking that follows philosophically and eventually politically within these facets of cyberspace. Often, this thinking spills over into the offline world. Where equality is concerned, it can be assumed issues related to democratic thinking will emerge within cyberspace for these certain groups that travel through the influence and filter of the online experience as observed by Friedman (2005). Narissra Maria Punyanunt-Carter (2006) has explored Internet activities for experiences of self-disclosure as a communicative process. These behaviors can be essential for remarking on the dynamics of computer communications—often nonverbal, written lexicographic communication and social interactions which may occur stem the result of users creating a new way of communicating feelings. Yet these dynamics are influenced by the same independent variables often used in social research: gender, age, race, income, etc. M.W. Ross (2003) made the connection between gender and dropout rates of survey completion for men and women who complete or exit from online surveying of Internet sexuality. Ross also observed that the completion rate led to the penetration of offline sexual encounters originating from Internet. What is most interesting however, is that these responses also indicate an element of self-disclosure of a risky or questionable origin. To some degree, I had originally intended this study to investigate the penetration of Internet activities or influences into offline society, but later realized that self-disclosure could be measured which in turn could lead to hypothesizing about Internet influences intersecting with offline society. A user could possibly be developing strategies for dealing with this new opportunity as a member of the online world. 


Like any machine, the computer requires a competency and understanding of its operation to be of use. Users who have knowledge of the Internet will be more comfortable and insightful about its value; similarly, the findings of Alex Koohange and James Ondracek (2005), who studied the use of digital libraries, support this assertion. This study has therefore sought to incorporate necessary investigation into access and experience to be valid. Finally, this investigation is intended to uncover the differences among men and women in regard to their Internet activities of communication and perceived social interactions. To some degree, and in an effort to be thorough, it is important to determine the amount of participation men and women partake in symbolic communication (specifically, the use of emoticons). Thirdly, an exploration of the level of disclosure that men and women embark personally using the computer as a communication device and how gender can influence such behavior is a primary goal for understanding impact of communication and social interactions in an online culture.

Literature Review


Researching differences for men and women on the Internet has been met with mixed results but has often led to primary belief that men hold a francise on the skills and important interests even in general computer usage. Alex Koohang and James Ondracek (2005) examined the usability of digital libraries and included gender as a factor in their study. The researchers also looked at age, experience and college status. Men and women scored relatively close for all levels investigated and researchers only relevant findings showed that there were significant differences in users views about the use of digital libraries. In this case, men and women held similar experience and status but showed dissimilar views. Using a questionnaire in Malaysia, Sam, Othman, and Nordan (2005) investigated anxiety levels, attitudes and self-efficacy of the Internet for 81 female and 67 male undergraduate respondents – the researchers found no significant differences. It was the goal of the researchers to uncover whether or not a bias existed for the gender stereotype of interests—their work supported that there was a greater equivalence of interest and in skill level. My study to some degree challenges this finding by suggesting the gender influences the way users communicate on the net.


In Taiwan, Tsai and Lin (2004) studied responses of 636 high school students using a questionnaire and found differences between males and females perception and attitudes toward the Internet. Females tended to perceive the Internet as more of a “technology, tool or tour” and males were cited as responding more positive attitudes seeking to derive pleasure and enjoyment from using the Internet (Tsai and Lin, 2004, p. 725). This research more specifically touches on the fact that gender may very well have a hand in a user's orientation toward the Internet.  In fact, Punyanut-Carter and Hemby (2006) studied male and female differences in their e-mail behavior –their findings included noting specific differences in female behavior that supported a higher use of emoticons and specific email preferences. In this case, it is the use of emoticons that is directly linked to this study and that emoticons are significant parts of computer communication which may be influenced by gender. 
The researchers used a questionnaire to gather data for this study and a following study (2006), in which the same researchers also uncovered differences in regard to self-disclosure that indicated females had a higher sense of disclosure awareness and honesty. Females were also found to communicate more personal information than males. These findings are directly related to the research question in this paper regarding level of disclosure on the Internet for men and women. 

So, in order to see more openly the effects of disclosure, Ross (2003) utilized an online survey format to gather data on Internet sexuality (survey was in Swedish and therefore limited to a specific language group). 3,614 respondents comprised of 53% males and 47% females supported a significant difference between dropout rates prior to completion of the survey. The data offers insight into the differences in behavior for men and women who interact with the Internet in regard to disclosing personal information.

Research Design and Methods


Participants (n=70) were randomly selected from California State University behavioral sciences courses (Psychology, Sociology, and Anthropology) ranging from daytime to evening classes during the 2004-05 school year. A questionnaire was administered consisting of 56 questions (most were dichotomous—yes or no responses) with 4 qualitative questions and 6 non-dichotomous (5 questions were nominal; 1 question was ratio) items to complete. The survey divided questions into four categories to simplify analysis: access, social interaction, Internet culture, and demographics. Subjects were guided by the first section whether to proceed through the entire survey or to stop and record demogrphic data based on Internet experience level. All participants were volunteers and were treated in accordance with the American Sociological Association's ethical standards of research practice. Specific questions were selected from the survey for the analysis of gender and behaviors online. All responses were treated as anonymous and confidential currently stored in electronic repository for future reference and research.  

Findings

Descriptive statistics were used to make evaluations of the several survey questions deemed to be appropriate to answer the investigation. Crosstabs revealed percentages that compared the responses of male and female students on a given question. Evidence suggested that the issue of whether or not activities on the Internet were different for men and women was partially supported. It turns out that men and women perform many of the same functions on the computer but possibly for different reasons. Still, the survey data suggested that men and women might use the Internet similarly but may have different levels of expectation. This means that while the reasons for performing functions might be different, assumptions about the communicative process and its performance through a computer results in a differences in perception for men and women. This result was somewhat unexpected and it support by the review of lit,erature. Specifically, the data showed that men and women had differences in terms of Internet usage and opinions about relationships online. Apparently, people who use the Internet are still processing their lives in terms of their own gender. Their own goals, interests, ideas, philosophy, way of living as a gendered person is still reflected in online experiences. 


In addition to these findings, the investigation of activities related to disclosure was supported by data which suggested that a small segment of men and women in the sample engaged in risky behavior on the Internet. Specifically, the release of personal information through the Internet. 

Age range of participants was 17 to 70 (see Appendix B. Age Range of Participants). In the ethnic distribution, it seemed to follow the same general pattern of enrollment at CSUB with a major concentration of participants as Mexican-American and white (see Appendix C. Ethnic Distribution by Gender). When students were asked, “Do you subscribe to an online service?” as much as 2/3 of both men and women showed participation in an online service of some kind (this could include ISP, myspace.com, amazon.com, etc.; see Appendix D. Crosstab Analysis of Survey Questions 2 and 3 by Gender). In an effort to understand the sample's online community experiences subjects were asked, “Do you use AOL?” and the result was that less than a third of men and women had any experience with AOL. This was significant because it supported a sample of varied online experiences. 


Participants were then asked, “Can you tell if a user is experienced on the Internet?” (see Appendix E. Crosstab Analysis for Survey Questions 49, 14, and 26 by Gender). This particular question yeilded a relatively equal opinion between males and females where about half agreed that they could. The survey further elaborated on personal activities by asking, “Are these users friends? OR Are you looking for friendship?” This is the point where participants started to respond differently by gender. Men tended to be more likely to indicate positive opinions toward users as friends than did women. Women on the other hand tended to see the Internet as a way to look for friendship. This result was not expected. As for communicative processes, the survey asked, “Do you use emoticons or draw pictures with keyboard characters? (see Appendix F. Crosstab Analysis of Survey Questions 46 and 45 by Gender). Women tended to have a much higher rate of emoticon use than men, but data for men showed that they were more likely to engage in drawing pictures with keyboard characters. In an examination of disclosure, several questions were asked, “Did you give your number? or Make a call?; Did you give your address?; Did you seek advice about sex?” (see Appendix G. Crosstab Analysis of Survey Questions 29, 27 and 13; also see Appendix K. Crosstab Analysis of Survey Question 38 by Gender). Data indicated that 24% of men and 23.3% of women gave their phone number online—in context, this could have included terms of business transaction, some communication with known individuals or even a cell phone maintenance site. However, it is the act of disclosing confidential information via the Internet that is important for this study. Interestingly though, for both men and women again, figures matched for making a phone call to a person from the Internet—about 1 in 6 called a person they met on the Internet. Subjects were also asked about giving their address online (again, this could also have meant for business reasons, communication with kin, or work related forms) about 10% admitted to giving their address online. Differences for the items to measure self-disclosure did not exist. This even included the question about seeking advice about sex. It turns out that again for both men and women, 1 in 6 sought advice about sex, which could have included real-time chat or an informative medical website. 


It is important to note that the specific time when users connect tells us something about the time that behaviors occur. Survey responses revealed a peak Internet usage for men and women that were markedly different in nature. As shown in the figure, men peaked Internet usage earlier in the day (afternoon) than did women who experienced peak usage in the evening. It appears that men and women surveyed may begin logging on around the same time of day but as men begin to log off, more women continue to log on. This particular trend was unexpected, and might be explained by the sample itself. Simply using a student sample might mean that other variables exist such as class and work schedules or preferences for computers at school versus home or even traveling distance to get to a computer. In addition to the time of day users were connected, it was also important to review the hours spent using the Internet. Women seemed to stay online longer than men supporting the idea that women did start longing on about the same time and stayed on until the evening. 11.6% women were online from 5-6 hours compared to 4% of men. 86.7% men and women did perform most of the Internet experiences in 0-4 hours every day. This is still a very high for student use which is most likely competing with other forms of spending free time such as the television, telephone, video game, music player, reading, movies, writing, and so forth. 


Much of what happens on the Internet requires a person to have some sort of profile, a persona or role if you will, to perform much of the interactions that occur online. The question, “Do you lie about yourself?” Was asked as a way of knowing if respondent knowledge of disclosure was evident. It turns out that most users were truthful, but this really isn't much of a positive behavior. It tells the researcher that there is a danger of honesty—an honesty which discloses potentially personal information that can potentially be harmful to an individual. Still, before jumping the gun, note that there was a larger proportion of missing scores in the table than any other variable analyzed; it could be that the scores for dishonesty are higher and that this is a strategy of anonymity which promotes safe behaviors and protection for those who understand the risk of disclosure. 


Certainly if users are disclosing personal information, they must have some sort of goal in mind in regard to the people they communicate with. When asked, “Can you fall in love or have relationships online?” both men and women responded very differently. The table clearly shows that men tended to be more optimistic than women in this area. While a large majority of users on both sides responded negatively, it was clear that there was a considerable difference between the views of men and women where love and relationships are concerned.

Conclusion


Unexpectedly, men and women in the survey agreed or disagreed rather equally on many of the same survey questions about their communication activities. This invites new lines of thought which allows greater interest for questions that had sharp differences and opens a new line of investigation for the computer activities of men and women. It cannot be ignored that time plays a role in activities on the Internet. This investigation produced a record of difference for  two interactions noted in Internet usage as well as a marked difference in peak Internet usage among men and women. Perhaps these differences in peak usage could be examined further with variables that have shown difference between men and women in Internet behaviors. Furthermore, this may even constitute the need for controlled social experimentation to see if time of usage or amount of time of usage is a factor for Internet behavioral differences for men and women.


Also unexpected was that survey indicated that male participants exhibited a greater potential for optimism in regard to love and relationships with other users. Self-disclosure policies for men and women seemed equivalent.

Limitations, Issues and Future Research

Limitations and Issues


This sample can categorized as a convenience sample. In general, it is a student investigation of students as they are available in a classroom. With that said, random selection brings with it an unequal proportion of male and female participants by expectation. While this is not usually a major limitation in most studies,  in this kind of study it carries a bit more weight and concern. The distribution of students enrolled at an institution's classrooms should not affect the sampling process. The study is an examination of the behaviors of men and women, so in order to control for outside factors, a stratified random sample may be more appropriate to provide sufficient equity when measuring the differences between two groups. In turn, sampling was amongst the Behavioral Sciences students only—a better effort should include spreading randomness to survey other courses which might reveal new data. As with any questionnaire, data is subject to the honor system (typical flaw of survey design) so the opportunity for observing actual computer behavior is totally absent. To improve upon this flaw, it would be necessary to study these actual behaviors in a computer lab with a minimum of 30 students using networked computers when engaged in computer mediated communication.

Future Research


It always seems the case that hindsight is the same as 20-20 vision. If I were to repeat this study, I would probably want to add interviews to the data. It would be insightful to be able to browse and explore the possible reasons that students may have had for certain answers in a first hand fashion. Without being able to ask the respondent directly, any analysis of responses seems to get lost in supposition and the mechanics of statistical reasoning. Simply put, there is not enough qualitative data available that is even tangent to the issues that the research questions explore in this study. Analyzing data always seems to be tougher than expected, generally because a researcher can never truly guess what (s)he will find.


I am also inclined to think that commenting on the behavior of men and women without actually observing participants is a bit perponderous at best. Observational studies of Internet use are needed to provide another view of understanding that is detailed in nature and does not rely so much on the strengths of questionnaires to gather pinpoint data. If a researcher is observing, the scientist can record aspects of surroundings, mechanism, personal habits, visual and auditory cues which are also a part of Internet culture or any culture for that matter. Observational data may provide more clues than straight forward statistical analysis.


Other variables within gendered groups such as age, income, marital status, occupation, etc. need to be studied with the same research questions in order to give an analysis that is more complete and informative. In order to do this in its most sufficient form, I would recommend using new and combined methodologies. New research designs may also be needed. Together these efforts may be able to provide a comprehensive summation of answers to research questions.
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Appendix A.

Questions Taken From Survey.1

2.
Do you subscribe to an on-line service?




Y
N

3.
Do you subscribe to America On-Line?




Y 
N

9.
About how many hours a day do you use the Internet?



0-2
3-4
5-6
7+

10.
What time of day do you normally se the Internet?


MORNING
   AFTERNOON
EVENING

13.
Have you given your mailing address to someone on the Internet?




Y
N

14.
Do you consider some of the users you type messages to as friends?




Y
N

15.
Do you think you can fall in love on the Internet?




Y
N

17.
Do you think you can have relationships on the Internet?




Y
N

26.
Have you ever used the Internet to find friendship?




Y
N

27.
Have you ever contacted someone you met on the Internet by telephone?




Y
N

29.
Have you ever given your telephone number to someone on the Internet?




Y
N

35.
Have you ever lied about your physical characteristics or left out some information 
about your body or how you look intentionally?




Y
N

38.
Have you ever sought advice on the Internet about sex?




Y
N

45.
Do you use letters, numbers and other characters on the keyboard to draw pictures?




Y
N

46.
Do you use letters, numbers and other characters to communicate your emotions to 
others such as drawing sideways happy faces :-) or sad faces :-( ? 





Y
N

49.
Do you think you can tell whether or not a person is an experienced user by the way they 
communicate on the screen?




Y
N

1The complete survey is available for download at: http://www.geocities.com/jvaldeztoo/699/477/QnD.htm

Appendix B

Age Range of Participants.
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Appendix C

Ethnic Distribution by Gender.
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Appendix D
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Crosstab Analysis of Survey Questions 2 and 3 by Gender.
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Appendix E

Crosstab Analysis of Survey Questions 49, 14 and 26 by Gender.
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Appendix F
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Crosstab Analysis of Survey Questions 46 and 45 by Gender.
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Appendix G
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Crosstab Analysis of Survey Questions 29, 27, and 13 Gender.
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Appendix H

Peak Internet Usage for Time of Day by Gender.
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Appendix I
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Crosstab Analysis for Survey Question 9 by Gender.

Appendix J
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Crosstab Analysis for Survey Questions 35, 15 and 17 by Gender.
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Appendix K

Crosstab Analysis of Survery Question 38 by Gender.
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