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Introduction


The recent invention of electronic mail has transformed worldwide communication as well as the formation of human communities.  Stanford University professor Norman Nie recognizes the impact that the Internet, especially e-mail, has for users:  “Internet users…clearly view the Internet (generally) and e-mail (in particular) as significant enhancements to their lives” (2001, p. 421). An astonishing 84% of these users have participated in an online community, which could range from a neighborhood network to a virtual community specific to rap musicians (Horrigan et. al., 2002, p. 136). This high participation in online communities also holds true for college campuses across the country, as many initiate a “plug per pillow” network of having all dorm rooms equipped with high-speed Internet connections (Gabriel, 1996, p. 1). These connections allow college students to engage in e-mail online communities. Stanford University, in particular, has established a system of dorm e-mail commonly known as dorm chat lists. Like many virtual communities within Stanford, all of the e-mail participants live in close proximity to one another. This situation provides an opportunity to investigate the dynamic between an online and real-space community. Specifically, this study analyzes Junipero house’s “juniperoldskool-chat” list to determine the residents’ motivations to post on the list and the correlation between face-to-face and online discussion. While online discussion initiated face-to-face dialogue, face-to-face dialogue rarely initiated online discussion. Users of the chat list thus preferred discussing social, political, and intellectual opinions on the dorm list rather than in a face-to-face dorm setting such as a house meeting. Ultimately, residents felt more comfortable expressing their views in the “juniperoldskool-chat” virtual community rather than the Junipero dorm real-space community.

Methodology and Surveys


From September 21, 2002 to April 21, 2003, Junipero residents sent 621 e-mails to juniperoldskool-chat@lists.stanford.edu. 48 out of the 80 Junipero residents then filled out written surveys
 regarding the dorm chat list and the two longest threads of critical dialogue
: “Booze Not Bombs” and “The Ides of March Madness.” Junipero residents were asked to rate how comfortable they were expressing social, political, or intellectual issues on the chat list and how comfortable they were expressing these issues in house meetings. The residents’ levels of comfort are measured on a scale from 5 (not comfortable at all) to 1 (very comfortable). Comfort is defined as the feeling that residents’ opinions are respected and safe on the list. A comfortable poster on the list, for example, would know that his or her ideas might be attacked, but not his or her personal character. In addition to measuring comfort, the survey also asked residents to rate how they used the e-mail list and the extent to which it is appropriate to use the online forum for critical dialogue. 
“Booze Not Bombs” and “March Madness” Background 

The two longest threads of critical dialogue involved the sensitive and current political issue of the war on Iraq. The threads concerned a “Booze Not Bombs” party title and an “Ides of March Madness” dorm bet on the bombing of Iraq.  The “Booze Not Bombs” e-mails were posted from March 4, 2003 to March 6, 2003, while the “Ides of March Madness” e-mails were posted from March 17, 2003 to March 28, 2003. The first critical conversation began with the following party flier:  Graphic 1:

My Fellow Juniperans... In keeping with the times, I propose a new name for our much-anticipated PARTY this Friday...BOOZE NOT BOMBS


Because how will we go to war if everyone is totally trashed?
-- Sam "Looking out for the interests of our nation" --
 P.S. Just remember, everyone may not be for the war, but EVERYONE is for booze (Sam [pseudonym],

juniperoldskool-chat post, 4 March 2003). 

While some people in the dorm wanted this slogan for the party title, others felt strongly that the theme conveyed an controversial “peace not war” message: “The bottom line is that a ‘peace not war’ message is still a political message, no matter how much of the dorm agrees with it or not. It is a message that I feel is inappropriate to be celebrating about” (Adrian, juniperoldskool-chat post, 5 March 2003). One resident even finished an e-mail post by signing his middle name as an extremely controversial “Ryan ‘Let’s Bomb Saddam’ C” (Ryan [pseudonym], juniperoldskool-chat post, 5 March 2003). Junipero residents participating in the “March Madness” discussion also expressed strong sentiments about the war. Residents discussed everything from the merits of George Bush as Hitler to anti-American accusations: 

Over the past year and a half, I’ve felt ostracized because I haven’t hesitated to criticize decisions our government has made.  I stand by my choice, but it pains me to hear people say that I’m unpatriotic because I speak against governmental actions I disagree with. I just wish...that everyone could see that many people who are anti-war or anti-administration are not anti-America.  For instance, I support our troops although I do not support this war.  Let’s put pettiness aside.  We’re all in this together (Sheela [pseudonym], juniperoldskool-chat post, 18 March 2003).
This resident finished her e-mail by signing her middle name as “Sheela ‘I’d love to discuss this with anyone’ H,” indicating the general dorm expectation that this online communication could generate a face-to-face discussion.

Data Analysis:

Transition From Online Discussion to Face-to-Face Dialogue

 Recent research studies of online and social interaction identify the need for more data. New York University Professor John Bargh asserts, “[W]e have only begun the task of serious scientific research into the ways that these social interaction processes might operate differently than they do in traditional face-to-face settings” (2002, p. 7). He does, however, note that “these interactions have much of the same impact and consequence for people as if they had taken place face to face” (2002, p.7). Many residents of the Junipero community also realized the fluid transition from online to face-to-face interaction.

One trend arose from the data results on the transition between face-to-face and online discussion. The data show that while face-to-face discussions “rarely” prompted online postings, online discussions “sometimes” prompted face-to-face discussions with dorm mates: 
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Here, the average response was 3.37 for online discussions occurring because of face-to-face discussions. This value of 3.37 closely corresponds to the “sometimes” measurement. Online discussion can therefore be considered as a possible cause for increasing social interaction. As one resident comments, “I didn’t post anything about the e-mails, but I did have quite a few face to face discussions regarding them. I personally didn’t feel like I needed to publicize my thoughts, but I could still talk to people about it in person” (Amer [pseudonym], Survey March 14, 2003). This student who checked his e-mail more than three times a day only posted anything on the list once a quarter. Despite his personal lack of participation on the list, he still made an effort to discuss the e-mails in a face-to-face conversation. The data affirm that Amer is a typical resident whose face-to-face conversations resulted from the posts on the chat list. Overall, students like Amer did make an effort to discuss online issues in person. This effort of Junipero residents allowed the chat list to create a positive influence on social interaction.


The chat list specifically increased social interaction in the case of a self-identified shy resident who posted the most messages in both of these threads. This Junipero resident, Jackie, posted 25% of the messages (5 out of 20 posts) on the “March Madness” thread while each of the other online participants posted only 5% of the messages. In the “Booze Not Bombs” discussion, Jackie posted 21% of the messages (4 out of the 19 posts). Jackie would consider herself a “shy” individual and does feel “more comfortable expressing views online rather than in person” (Jackie, Interview May 16, 2003). Comparing Jackie’s use of the dorm list to current academic studies requires an understanding of “social capital.” A study published in The American Behavioral Scientist defines the meaning of supplementing social capital as also supplementing “offline interpersonal interaction” (Wellman et. al., 2001, p. 441). In this article, social capital is defined as “relations with friends, neighbors, relatives, and workmates” or “involvement in politics and social organizations that affords people opportunities to bond” (Wellman et. al., 2001, p. 437).  The use of the Internet, and the dorm chat list in this case, should similarly enhance interpersonal interaction if one can claim that it also enhances social capital. Jackie’s frequent postings on the list, even though she is one of the more shy members of the dorm community, did increase “offline interpersonal interaction”:

That is why we are here at Stanford! We need to relate to each other and understand each other’s views. I do not think that discussion is ‘obscene’…Some people have told me that it is inappropriate to discuss on the chat list (the way that I do) but even more people have told me that they enjoyed my comments/arguments (even though they did not express these opinions on the chat list, they told me in person) (Jackie [pseudonym], Survey March 15, 2003).

Here, Jackie remarks, “even more people have told me that they enjoyed my comments.” This assertion also holds true in the survey data. As seen in the graph below, the residents felt that it was “definitely appropriate” to utilize the chat list for critical dialogue:
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Compared to the residents, the staff members surveyed, feel that critical dialogue on the e-mail list is less appropriate (a higher number). One staff member who considered the social, political or intellectual issues “not appropriate” to discuss on the chat list proposed that the “e-mail list is not a healthy forum to use” (Joan [pseudonym], Survey March 14, 2003). Contrary to this opinion, frequent posts on the chat list allowed a shy member of the dorm to directly increase social interaction. Some scholars may argue that the Internet can detract from face-to-face discussions: “These findings offer support for a “displacement” theory of Internet use—time online is largely an asocial activity that competes with, rather than complements, face-to-face social time” (Nie, Hillygus, 2002, p. 1). Jackie’s use of the chat list did not take away from her face-to-face social time, but rather successfully complemented her interpersonal relationships. In fact, the data affirms the positive effects of online communication for the entire dorm. Jackie and Amer’s specific cases simply highlight the overall data that the use of the dorm chat list “sometimes” prompts face-to-face discussion. Because of this increased social interaction, the Junipero chat list proves to be the antithesis to the archaic theory of “wired” college students sitting in isolation.
Transition from Face-To-Face Dialogue to Online Discussion
Unlike the fluid transition from online dialogue to face-to-face discussions, the data show that face-to-face discussions in the dorm rarely prompt online postings. When Junipero residents were asked if face-to-face conversations ever resulted in online discussions, the responses ranged from “rarely” to “never.”
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Residents were also asked if they posted on the list because they wanted to initiate some form of critical dialogue. The responses averaged 4.56. This value also falls between the 4 response of “rarely” and the 5 response of “never.” 
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These two graphs illustrate the general dorm perception that there was no transition from face-to-face dialogue to online discussion nor was there any intent to initiate critical dialogue on the dorm chat list. Despite residents’ overall aversion to initiate critical dialogue, however, “March Madness” e-mails did result from a face-to-face conversation. The political debate began with the following e-mail:

Well, you know how wars usually start in the spring, especially in March?  This March is no exception, as an address by our President showed us earlier today.  Basically,…Saddam Hussein AND his sons must abdicate and leave Iraq, and they have 48 hours to do so. This begs the following question, the question that all of you can answer: WHEN WILL THE BOMBING BEGIN? We've started a pool to determine (in the spirit of March Madness) when the bombs will start falling over Iraq.  Here's how it's gonna work… (Antonio [pseudonym], juniperoldskool-chat post, 17 March 2003).

One resident relates how the idea for this e-mail was conceived: “I didn’t plan on or want to discuss either [thread] online, but March Madness came about as a result of a [conversation] between me, Mark, and Antonio. I decided it’d be easier and more fun to vocally express particular beliefs in this situation” (Doss [pseudonym], Survey May 14, 2002). In this case, the beginning of the e-mail thread was not intended to initiate online critical dialogue in the dorm. 

Rather than expecting reactions or dialogue, the e-mail was sent to express an idea to a large group of people while outlining betting procedures. The chat list provides a medium for reaching the large audience of the eighty freshmen dorm. A visually written outline, even for betting on Iraq, is clearer than a face-to-face discussion. Stanford’s Professor Nie agrees with the advantage of e-mail for such purposes: “E-mail provides a nonintrusive form of communication, and it leaves a clear written record rather than a memory-dependent telephone conversation...E-mail is clearly superior when it is necessary to send the same precise message simultaneously to a large number of people” (Nie, 2001, p. 432). Ultimately, the residents of Junipero did not post this e-mail to incite strong opinions about the war on Iraq, but to reach a wide audience. Even though the trend in the survey data illustrates that face-to-face conversations “rarely” to “never” prompted online postings, the post that drew the most critical online discussion was the result of a casual conversation between dorm mates. These “March Madness” e-mails that began with a face-to-face conversation interestingly enticed 1,226 more words of discussion than the “Booze Not Bombs” e-mail began through online visual rhetoric.
Junipero Chat List as A Safe and Comfortable Online Forum:

Residents Are More Comfortable Online Than In House Meeting

One possible reason for the positive correlation between the chat list and social interaction could be that residents feel more comfortable in the virtual rather than real space community. Separating the survey into categories of those that posted on the list and those that did not post on the list highlights this comfort-level difference:
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Clearly, those residents who posted on the list felt more comfortable using the list than expressing opinions in house meeting. The Junipero residents who did not post on the list had the inverse relationship. The residents using the list felt less comfortable expressing opinions in house meeting.  Early scholars of electronic mail communication, Lee Sproull and Sara Keisler, explain why people may feel more comfortable in an e-mail rather than face-to-face setting: 

Ordinarily when people communicate, they aren’t just exchanging information; they are projecting an image of themselves. This knowledge can make them shy in front of others, especially those whose respect they most desire…Plain text in electronic mail reduce the fear of appearing foolish in front of others. By removing reminders of a possible critical audience, electronic mail induces people to be more open (Sproull et. al., 1991, p. 42).

Students of the Junipero dorm were evidently able to communicate more comfortably through the chat list. The list definitely did remove “reminders of a possible critical audience” and thus possibly decreased the fear that students held expressing these views in house meeting. One user of the chat list who rated himself as a frequent reader but infrequent user explains the level of safety encountered on the juniperoldskool-chat list: “I think that it is impossible to feel that your ideas may not be attacked but I feel it was safe for you to share and that you would not personally be attacked. But many topics have strong emotions attached with them” (Hew [pseudonym], Survey March 17, 2003). This insightful comment by a Junipero resident emphasizes the personal safety that the dorm chat list allows. 

This feeling of comfort stems from resident expectations that ideas will be argued and people will not be personally attacked on the list. A part of the “March Madness” e-mails involved a discussion about one resident Allin, using the term “sick” to describe the initial e-mail of betting on bombs: “Don't you think betting money on when Iraq will be bombed (i.e. when people begin dying) is a bit...sick?” (Allin [pseudonym], juniperoldskool-chat post, 17 March 2003). Another resident, Jon, respectfully asked not to judge or name-call other members of the dorm: “I'd simply like to suggest that we avoid making value judgments on our dormmates.  If you disagree with an idea, that's fine.  But if we start accusing people of being ‘sick,’ things could get carried away” (Jon [pseudonym], juniperoldskool-chat post, 18 March 2003). Here, Jon recognized the importance of keeping the dialogue safe from harmful attacks on individuals’ character. Allin then replied with the clarification that he was evaluating and judging an idea rather than a person of the dorm: “Hate the sin, love the sinner. I said betting on people getting bombed is sick. Not the person who suggested it” (Allin, juniperoldskool-chat list post, 19 March 2003). Even though these e-mail discussions could have turned into an emotional debate, the users of the chat list recognized that intellectual debate involved the expression of diverse ideas rather than name-calling or other personal attacks. Junipero chat users regulated the etiquette of their own discussions. This community regulation contributed to the comfort level of expressing opinions through the dorm e-mail list. These discussions also parallel those analyzed by Stanford University scholar, Richard Holeton, in a 1996 study of Rinconada’s dorm chat list: “Rinconadans composed thoughtful, reasonable disagreements, often with a phrase like, ‘I attack your arguments but not your character’” (Basu, 1998, p. 2). Like the Rinconada list, the residents of the Junipero community created a safe and comfortable forum for discussing a political and emotional issue. With a higher level of social comfort than traditional house meetings, the chat list formed a safe virtual community where students could openly express diverse ideas.

Conclusions

All of the critical face-to-face and online dialogue of “Booze Not Bombs” and “March Madness” began because the Junipero Resident Computer Consultant created the Junipero dorm chat list on September 21, 2002. The initial idea for the purpose of the chat list was to enable students to provide information to the dorm that could not wait until house meetings: “This e-mail list is for the use of the dorm.  If you have something that you want to say to everybody and you don't want to wait until the next house meeting, this is the place to do it” (Michael, juniperoldskool-chat post, 21 September 2002). But the online community created by the list evolved into something much more than a simple forum for house meeting announcements. As the chat list increased in scope to include the discussion of critical dialogue, some Junipero residents still wanted all residents to hold to the initial purpose of the dorm e-mail list: “The dorm list is for dorm events and notifications. Political, religious, etc. discussions tend to exclude members of the group which the chat room represents. It’s like if I were to put church discussion on the house meeting agenda” (Billy, Survey March 15, 2003). This comment represents the precise divide between the virtual and real dorm communities: it is absurd to “put church discussion on the house meeting agenda” while comfortably discussing religious beliefs on the e-mail list. Not only did the Junipero e-mail list provide a more comfortable intellectual forum, but it also enhanced social interaction between members of the dorm. This open space in the “cyber world” of dorm communities exemplifies Wired magazine writer Mitchell Kapor’s decade old vision of what Thomas Jefferson would have wanted in the “real world” over two centuries ago: “In fact, cyberspace seems to be shaping up exactly like Thomas Jefferson would have wanted: founded on the primacy of individual liberty and a commitment to pluralism, diversity, and community” (Kapor, 1993, p. 1). When taking a closer look at the e-mail forums in Stanford University, cyperspace allowed students from diverse backgrounds to share their social, political and intellectual views and ultimately gave new meaning to the term community.
Appendix A
Juniperoldskool-chat List 2003

Please think back to your use of the chat list this year. In particular, remember the two online conversations we had involving our discussion of the “Booze Not Bombs” party on the email list and also the “Ides of March Madness” emails of betting on when bombing would begin in Iraq.

Did you ever post on the juniperoldskool-chat list:  Yes     No

Why did you decide to post on the list? 
No, not at all/Rarely/Sometimes/Usually/Yes, always








5
4
3
2
1
      

Wanted to share a personal belief/feeling/opinion
5
4
3
2
1



(about a social, political, or intellectual issue)

Wanted to initiate online critical dialogue in the dorm
5
4
3
2
1


(critical--social, political, or intellectual issue)

Wanted to respond to others beliefs/feelings/opinions
5
4
3
2
1


(about a social, political, or intellectual issue)

Wanted to make a housekeeping announcement

5
4
3
2
1


(lost and found, meeting time)

Wanted to publicize dorm events, programs

5
4
3
2
1

Wanted to publicize Stanford or community activities
5
4
3
2
1

Did your online discussion prompt any 

face-to-face discussion with your dormmates?

5
4
3
2
1

Did any face-to-face discussion prompt any

online postings?





5
4
3
2
1

Please think back to the “Booze Not Bombs” emails and the “March Madness” emails, why did you choose to take place in those online discussions? (or why not?) Did any face-to-face conversations result because of these emails (I think there was a house meeting about it…)? Can you remember any conversations? Please write on back (






Not appropriate/Sometimes /Definitely appropriate

To what extent do you feel that it is 


appropriate to have discussions about

social, political, or intellectual issues on this

5
4
3
2
1

chat list. Please explain why or why not.













Not comfortable/ Kind of Comfortable/ Very Comfortable

Is posting announcements on this list a 

comfortable experience for you?



5
4
3
2
1

(by comfortable I mean you felt safe that your 

opinions or ideas would not be put down, made fun 

of, or you would not feel attacked by posting on the list)
How comfortable do you feel posting

about social, political or intellectual issues

5
4
3
2
1

How comfortable are you expressing these

issues or opinions in house meeting?


5
4
3
2
1

How comfortable are you expressing these

issues or opinions with other dormmates?

5
4
3
2
1

How often do you read your email?  
>3 times a day 

2-3 times a day

once a day

(circle one)



Couple of times a week

Once a week








Couple of times a month
Other: 

How often do you post on the list?
2-3 times a week
Once a week








2-3 times a month
Once a month






2-3 times a quarter 
Once a quarter






2-3 times in the year   
Other: 




           Don’t participate/Sometimes participate/Participate extensively

How would you rate your 




participation in the Junipero community?

5
4
3
2
1

How often do you participate in 

dorm meetings? 




5
4
3
2
1

Name:

Gender: M    F

Self-described ethnicity:

All names will be kept confidential and information from this survey will be used for analysis of the Junipero 2002-2003 Chat List.

Signature:
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� See Appendix A for a sample survey.


� In the survey, critical dialogue is defined as the discussion of any social, political, or intellectual issue.
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Figure 2: Appropriateness of Online Critical Dialogue
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