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The Relationship of Social
Presence and Interaction in

Online Classes

Chih-Hsiung Tu
The George Washington University

Marina McIsaac
Arizona State University

The purpose of this research was to study social presence in the on-
line learning environment. Dimensions of social presence were ex-
amined using quantitative and qualitative methods. Three dimen-
sions of social presence—social context, online communication, and
interactivity—emerged as important elements in establishing a sense
of community among online learners. The privacy factor was also an
important element in the level of comfort for students online. An in-
crease in the level of online interaction occurs with an improved
level of social presence. This can be fostered by considering charac-
teristics of the learners, by selecting the appropriate computer-medi-
ated communication medium, and by applying appropriate instruc-
tional elements to course design.

Social presence is a measure of the feeling of community that a learner ex-
periences in an online environment. To examine social presence in online
classes, the relationship between media and the sociocultural construction
of knowledge should be explored (McIsaac and Gunawardena 1996).
Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) regarded social presence as the most
important perception that occurs in an environment and stated that it is fun-
damental to person-to-person communication. Therefore the area of social
presence, particularly in the online environment, invites further inquiry.

Because of the lack of traditional communication cues in the electronic
classroom, researchers are interested in examining ways to enhance the two

131

THE AMERICAN JOURNAL OF DISTANCE EDUCATION, 16(3), 131–150
Copyright © 2002, Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Requests for reprints should be sent to Chih-Hsiung Tu, Graduate School of Education
and Human Development, The George Washington University, 2134 G Street N.W., Wash-
ington, DC 20152. E-mail: ctu@gwu.edu

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ite

tb
ib

lio
te

ke
t I

 T
ro

nd
he

im
 N

TN
U

] a
t 0

2:
34

 2
2 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

4 



components of social presence: intimacy and immediacy (Argyle and Dean
1965; Wiener and Mehrabian 1968). These components can be further bro-
ken down into dimensions that can then be expanded individually in the on-
line environment (see Figure 1). It is hypothesized that using strategies to
improve social context, online communication, and interactivity will in-
crease interaction of online students and instructors in online classes.
These three dimensions of social presence will be explored in this study.

The phenomenon of social presence was described initially in
face-to-face (FTF), audio, and closed-circuit television encounters. How-
ever, the computer-mediated communication (CMC) environment presents
very different characteristics from the FTF classroom. How does social pres-
ence theory apply to CMC systems? How can social presence affect online
learning?Answers to these inquiriesmayassist instructionaldesigners tode-
velop more interactive and successful distance education courses.

There is not a clear definition of social presence for CMC in the litera-
ture (Rafaeli 1988; Walther and Burgoon 1992; Svenning and Ruchinskas
1984; Walther 1995, 1996, 1997). This research proposes to define social
presence for online settings, develop guidelines for improving online social
learning environments through interaction, and promote sound instruc-
tional design in distance education.

The research questions were as follows:

1. Is there a relationship between social presence and online interac-
tion?

2. How do social relationships affect online interaction?
3. How does online communication impact interaction on CMC?
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Figure 1. Social Presence and Interaction
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4. How does interactivity impact online interaction?
5. Do issues of privacy influence online social interaction?
6. Does the use of CMC intensify social interaction among online

learners?

Literature Review

Definition of Social Presence

Social presence has been defined as the degree of awareness of another
person in an interaction and the consequent appreciation of an interper-
sonal relationship (Short, Williams, and Christie 1976; Rice 1993; Walther
1992; Walther and Burgoon 1992). Biocca (1997) stated, “The minimum
level of social presence occurs when users feel that a form, behavior, or
sensory experience indicates the presence of another intelligence.” Factors
that contribute to the degree of social presence in an FTF encounter are fa-
cial expression, direction of gaze, posture, dress, nonverbal cues, and vocal
cues. Perception of social presence, initially seen as an attribute of the me-
dium (Short, Williams, and Christie 1976), varied among users
(Gunawardena 1995; Perse et al. 1992; Young 1999) and should be viewed
as a subjective quality, depending on the objective quality of the medium
(Walther 1992).

Degree of Social Presence

The degree of social presence is based on the characteristics of the me-
dium and the user’s perception. Normally, users are asked to assess the de-
gree of social presence in a particular situation (Perse et al. 1992; Walther
1992). Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) measured social presence
through the semantic differential technique and used a series of bipolar
scales: sociable/unsociable, personal/impersonal, sensitive/insensitive,
and warm/cold. Tu (2002) argued that current social presence instruments
(Short, Williams, and Christie 1976; Gunawardena and Zittle 1997) were
unable to capture a thorough perception of social presence because several
important variables were not considered (e.g., privacy, recipients, topics).

Two Concepts of Social Presence

Intimacy (Argyle and Dean 1965) is a function of such things as eye con-
tact, physical proximity, and topic of conversation. Communication with
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maintained eye contact, proximity, body leaning forward, and smiling con-
veys intimacy (Burgoon et al. 1984). When an uncomfortable degree of in-
timacy is encountered, the participants will attempt to alter their behavior
to maintain an optimal comfort level, called equilibrium (Short, Williams,
and Christie 1976).

Immediacy (Wiener and Mehrabian 1968) is the psychological distance
between a communicator and the recipient of the communication. Immedi-
acy is conveyed through speech and associated verbal and nonverbal cues
(Walther 1992). Therefore, the user may alter immediacy.

Three Dimensions of Social Presence

Three dimensions of social presence were proposed from previous stud-
ies: social context, online communication, and interactivity (Tu 2000,
2001).

Social context. Social contexts, such as task orientation (Steinfield
1986), privacy (Champness 1972; Steinfield 1986), topics (Argyle and
Dean 1965; Walther 1992), recipients/social relationships (Walther 1992;
Williams and Rice 1983), and social process (Walther 1992) contribute to
the degree of social presence. When the conversation is task oriented and
more public, the degree of social presence will degrade. Walther (1992)
proposed that different social processes, settings, and purposes are compo-
nents of social context and affect social presence.

Task types influence the degree of social presence and communication
processes. Steinfield (1986) found that task complexity, task interdepen-
dence, environmental uncertainty, and the need for communication across
distant locations were positively associated with increasing task orienta-
tion in CMC messaging. Hollingshead and McGrath (1995) identified four
different task types associated with CMC—to generate, choose, negotiate,
and execute.

Walther (1992) argued that social relationships could stimulate changes
in interactions. CMC users tend initially to have less relational communi-
cation. However, as time passes, CMC users are driven to develop social re-
lationships by forming impressions of others through the text-based infor-
mation conveyed. Participants became more social toward the latter part of
a CMC conference than during the initial stages and exchanged more per-
sonal messages at that time (Gunawardena and Zittle 1997). Haslam’s
(1995) four social relationships—communal sharing, equality matching,
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authority ranking, and market pricing—can be applied to online learning
environments and redefined as Love, Information, Status, and Services.

Privacy affects the degree of social presence. A less private setting re-
sults in a decreased perception of social presence by users. Champness
(1972) reported that users felt more public in a videoconference and per-
ceived less social presence. A camera in operation may be seen as intru-
sive, electronic eavesdropping and produce negative reactions (Ryan
1976). Steinfield (1986) reported that users were reluctant to employ
e-mail for confidential matters, so privacy may not have affected their use
of e-mail.

Online communication. Online communication is concerned with the
attributes of the language used online and the applications of online lan-
guage. The text-based format requires CMC users to possess some level of
computer communication literacy such as typing, reading, and writing.
People without these skills develop communication anxiety (Gunawardena
1991) when text-based communication is required. Therefore, text-based
communications should be initiated with some light or casual topics or in-
troductions. Training students to use the medium comfortably is crucial to
the success of collaborative learning. Garramone, Harris, and Anderson
(1986) concluded that the degree of social presence on computer bulletin
boards was perceived as higher for users who were more interactive than
for those who were not. Perse et al. (1992) found a positive relationship be-
tween social presence and a student’s perception of his/her own computer
expertise.

Interactivity. Interactivity includes the activities in which CMC users
engage and the communication styles they use. The potential for feedback
contributes to the degree of salience of the other person in the interaction.
Immediacy is a component of interactivity. Because responses in asyn-
chronous CMC are delayed, and not immediate, a feeling of low
interactivity can diminish social presence. Communication styles may im-
pact social presence. Norton (1986) identified eleven communication
styles (impression-leaving, contentious, open, dramatic, dominant, pre-
cise, relaxed, friendly, attentive, animated, and communicator image) that
may be associated with online communication. Gunawardena (1995) dif-
ferentiates interactivity and social presence, arguing that social presence
requires users to add one more step to awareness of interactivity; in short,
when users notice it, there is social presence.
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Research on the Impact of Social Presence

Immediacy relates positively to a number of instructional processes.
Christophel (1990) reported that instructors with higher social presence
were viewed as more positive and effective, leading to an increase in affect
toward the instructor and the course. Kelley and Gorham (1988) found a
positive relationship between immediacy and cognitive learning at the level
of short-term recall. Gorham (1988) concluded that teacher verbal immedi-
acy behavior correlated with affective learning and cognitive learning.
Lack of immediacy results in a lack of social presence, resulting in frustra-
tion, a critical attitude toward the instructor’s effectiveness, and lower af-
fective learning (Rifkind 1992).

Sallinen-Kuparinen (1992) suggested that using stylistic behavior could
contribute to the perception of teacher effectiveness. Gunawardena (1995)
felt that instructors should develop interaction skills that create teacher im-
mediacy and a sense of social presence as well as offer encouragement to
participants (Gunawardena and Zittle 1997).

Methodology

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used to understand the
students’ perception of social presence. Fifty-one students enrolled in a
graduate level course were the participants.

Quantitative Method

The CMC Questionnaire (Tu 2002), evaluating e-mail, bulletin board,
and real-time chat, was used to measure online social presence and privacy.
The questionnaire contains seventeen social-presence items and thirteen
privacy items, each with a five-point Likert scale, and twelve demographic
identities. Bartlett’s test of sphericity (Bartlett 1950) was applied to in-
crease the validity because of the small number of participants. This tested
whether the correlation was statistically different from zero by comparing
the correlation matrix (R) and identity matrix (I). If R ≠ 1, the correlation
was significant and then factor analysis could follow. The power of the
Bartlett’s test of sphericity is that it is sensitive to sample size (Knapp and
Swoyer 1967). Therefore, if the zero correlation is rejected by a small sam-
ple, there is greater validity.

Exploratory factor analysis was utilized. Humphrey-llgen Parallel Anal-
ysis was applied; two data matrices are analyzed simultaneously and their
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eigenvalues were plotted. Additionally, Cattell’s Scree test and Kaiser’s
Criterion were used to determine the number of factors to extract. Pearson
correlation was computed to explain the relationship of the numbers of
messages sent/received and the social presence.

Qualitative Method

Participant observation method with a dramaturgy perspective was used
to understand social presence in CMC from the student’s point of view.
Dramaturgy is a theatrical metaphor used to understand social interaction.
Goffman (1959) contended that humans construct their self-presenta-
tions/impression management and carry them off in front of others. It is an
intentional motive behind the planning and execution of human perfor-
mances that are accomplished with an eye toward presenting the best im-
pression of themselves in the view of others. In other words, people con-
struct some images intentionally and provide others inadvertently. A
dramaturgical perspective sees actors engaging in manipulative behavior
designed to manage impressions. Therefore, the researcher should take a
manipulative role (Mead 1934). Tu (2001) argued that participant observa-
tion is best suited to the dramaturgical perspective because it enables the re-
searcher to capture a wide range of acts.

FirstClass, a computer conferencing system providing e-mail, bulletin
board, and real-time chat functions, was used for class communication.
The data were collected through casual conversation, an in-depth inter-
view, direct observation, and document analysis. The casual conversation
was conducted between the researcher and students in different settings,
the researcher’s office, the classroom, online real-time chat, and any conve-
nient location. Observations were conducted in the classroom, the com-
puter laboratory, the graduate assistant’s office, and through online asyn-
chronous and synchronous class discussions. The researcher applied a
dramaturgical approach by using different communication styles, for-
mal/informal communication styles, paralanguage, emoticons, and so on,
with students to observe their responses. Eight semistructured in-depth in-
terviews were conducted with students to explore particular concepts in so-
cial presence, such as “How do you feel when you communicate with
someone who dominated the conversations?” and “What are your relation-
ships with online participants?” Document analysis included all messages
delivered on FirstClass and on e-mail. In-depth analysis began after acqui-
sition of some preliminary data, giving the researcher a better idea of where
to focus further data collection. Three dimensions from the quantitative
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data results and specific studies, Haslam’s (1995) four social relationships,
Hollingshead and McGrath’s (1995) four task types, and Norton’s (1986)
eleven stylistic communication styles provided a foundation for qualitative
data analysis.

Triangulation methods were utilized to achieve a better understanding
about the students’ perceptions of social presence, not as a validation pro-
cess. Data triangulation consisted of time, space, and person triangulation.
Method triangulation consisted of class observation, lab observation, on-
line discussion observation, interview, and questionnaires.

Results

Demographics

Forty-three of 51 participants responded to the online questionnaire.
More than half of the participants (28, or 65.12%) were female, and 15
(34.88%) were male. Multiple age groups were represented with a spread
of 18 years to 45-plus years. The ethnic mix was 31 Caucasians (72.09%), 4
Latinos (9.30%), 4 African-Americans (9.30%), and 4 Asian and Pacific
Islanders (9.30%).

Quantitative Results

An exploratory factor analysis was performed on thirty questionnaire
items. Five factors (social context, online communication, interactivity,
system privacy, and feeling of privacy) were retained. These five factors ac-
counted for 76.74% of the variance and were extracted using varimax rota-
tion. Cronbach’s coefficient alpha for these five factors ranged from .82 to
.71. The factor analysis was conducted for each of three CMC sys-
tems—e-mail, bulletin board, and real-time discussion. The coefficients
and factor structures are similar in all three CMC systems. The main
discernable difference is that the order of extraction differs for the individ-
ual samples.

The perceived social presence (M = 3.32, SD = .39) and privacy (M =
3.08, SD = .52) on CMC was high. However, correlation between social
presence and privacy was insignificant with r = 0.286.

One-way repeated-measures, analysis of variance (ANOVA), were com-
puted for three CMC systems and five factors. It indicated a significant dif-
ference in the level of five factors and CMC systems (see Table 1).
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One-way repeated-measures, ANOVA, were computed for the level of
privacy of three CMC systems and indicated a significant difference in the
level of privacy among the three systems: F (2, 41) = 10.32, p < .05. E-mail
received the highest rate (M = 3.15, SD = .58), followed by the real-time
discussion (M = 3.13, SD = .49) and bulletin board (M = 2.97, SD = .48).

Because the ANOVA overall test yielded a significant result, three
pairwise comparisons among three CMC systems were conducted to assess
which means differed from the others. Two of the three pairwise compari-
sons were significant, controlling for familywise error rate across the three
tests at the .05 level, using the Holm’s sequential Bonferroni procedure to
minimize the chances of making a Type I error. The smallest p value was
for the comparison of e-mail-bulletin board and bulletin board-real time
discussion, and its value of 0.001 was less than the p value of 0.05 / 3 =
0.0167 and, therefore, the differences between the means for these two sys-
tems was significant. The last comparison, between e-mail and real-time
discussion, was not significant (p = 0.44).

One-way repeated-measures, ANOVA, were computed for three CMC
systems and five factors emerged from the previous factor analysis. The re-
sults indicated a significant difference in the level of all five factors among
these three CMC systems (p < .05).

A Pearson correlation between mean social presence rating and fre-
quency of messages produced a correlation of r = –.004, and this correla-
tion was not significant at ( α = .05, r (41) = –.04, p > .05. The frequency of
CMC does not vary with the level of social presence.

Qualitative Results

The data analysis began with three dimensions and privacy factor as de-
rived from the quantitative results and the literature. The three basic dimen-
sions and the privacy factor remained unchanged. However, the qualitative
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Table 1. Multivariate Tests: Five Factors

Effect Wilks’s λ Value F d.f. Error d.f. Sig. η2

CMC Social context .58 14.84 2 41 .00* .42
Online communication .66 10.38 2 41 .00* .34
Interactivity .42 27.97 2 41 .00* .58
System privacy .83 4.21 2 41 .02* .17
Feeling of privacy .71 8.39 2 41 .00* .29

Note: Sig. = statistical significance of the F value; CMC = computer-mediated com-
munication.

*p < .05, two-tailed.
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data analysis indicated that there were more variables that contribute to so-
cial presence. Social presence theory is more complicated than previous
studies indicated (Gunawardena 1995; Gunawardena and Zittle 1997; Tu
2002; see Table 2).

Discussion

Social presence positively influences online interaction; however, fre-
quency of participation does not represent high social presence. Three di-
mensions of social presence—social context, online communication, and
interactivity—clearly emerged quantitatively and qualitatively. These three
dimensions positively impact social presence. Social context was con-
structed from the CMC characteristics and their perception of the CMC en-
vironment. Online communication consisted of the attributes of the lan-
guage used online and the applications of that online language.
Interactivity includes the activities in which CMC users engage and the
communication styles they use. Therefore, social presence is the degree of
feeling, perception, and reaction of being connected by CMC to another in-
tellectual entity through a text-based encounter. Participants felt a high
level of privacy on CMC; however, the correlation to social presence was
insignificant.

Three Dimensions

Social context. Social context is constructed from the CMC users’
characteristics and their perception of the CMC environment. Analysis of
the qualitative data reveals that this dimension appears more complicated
than suggested by the quantitative results. The degree of familiarity with
participants appears to be critical in qualitative data that did not load on so-
cial context in the quantitative data analysis. The following items may have
positive influences on social presence:

• familiarity with recipients,
• informal relationships,
• better trust relationships,
• personally informative relationships,
• positive psychological attitude toward to technology, and
• more-private locations.
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Table 2. Variables Identified in Qualitative Data

Dimensions

Variables I. Social Context II. Online Communication III. Interactivity IV. Privacy

1 Familiarity with recipients Keyboarding and accuracy skills Timely response Formats of CMC
2 Assertive/acquiescent Use of emoticons and paralanguage Communication styles Access and location
3 Informal/formal relationship Characteristics of real-time discussion Length of messages Patterns of CMC
4 Trust relationships Characteristics of discussion boards Formal/informal
5 Social relationships (love and

information)
Language skills (reading, writing) Type of tasks (planning,

creativity, social tasks)
6 Psychological attitude toward

technology
Size of groups

7 Access and location Communication strategies
8 User’s characteristics

Note: CMC = computer-mediated communication.
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When the senders are familiar with the recipients, they tend to be
more informal and are more willing to share personal information,
thereby achieving greater interaction—although this issue did not load
on factor analysis. Therefore, it is recommended that a dedicated time
for introductions be integrated into the course design at the beginning
of the semester.

The more-assertive students may not be aware that their communication
styles create a negative impact on other students’ ability and willingness to
communicate, resulting in unequal participation in real-time discussions.
In this case, instructors can use a casual communication style to encourage
more-reluctant students.

Inherently, students perceive that the relationship between teachers and
themselves is more formal. Clearly, when students communicated with
their peers, the conversation tended to be more casual because students felt
that they are “at the same level.”

Trust issues played a very critical role in online interaction among stu-
dents. In the CMC environment, it requires more time for students to be-
come acquainted and to develop a trusting relationship. Therefore, students
must develop a method of gaining trust before attaining a higher level of so-
cial presence.

The qualitative data reveals that social presence is impacted by the stu-
dents’ social relationships. Four major social relationships emerged from
this study: demonstrating caring, exchanging information, providing ser-
vices, and maintaining existing status, in that order. Caring and information
exchanges in social relationships were found to impact online interactions
positively, while status and service relationships resulted in negative for-
mal communications.

Students’perceptions of CMC technology were based primarily on their
cultural backgrounds, their particular situations, their previous experi-
ences, or their psychological attitudes. Individual students perceived that
the same CMC system can have different attributes at different times, at dif-
ferent places, in different situations, and in different contexts.

The location from which students could access computers is a critical el-
ement. Students accessing CMC at home had the conveniences of privacy, a
more relaxed atmosphere, a strong familiarity with their own computers,
and the ability to exert greater control and flexibility over their schedules.
These advantages permit a greater willingness and a higher motivation to
engage in CMC activities. Students whose only computer access is in a
computer laboratory may be less willing to confront the difficulties im-
posed by CMC access. Inconveniences include waiting in line, lack of pri-
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vacy, and the likelihood of losing the computer workstation during a rest
room break.

Online communication. Online communication refers to the attrib-
utes, application, and perception of the language used online. This was sup-
ported by five variables in the quantitative data analysis: CMC (1) is stimu-
lating; (2) is expressive; (3) conveys feelings and emotions; (4) is
meaningful; and (5) is easily understood, as confirmed by qualitative data
such as keyboarding skills, expressiveness, characteristics of discussion,
and language skills.

Keyboarding skills clearly influenced the students’ efficiency in syn-
chronous communication because immediate responses were required; but
the impact was less noticeable in asynchronous communications. The in-
structor should examine students’ keyboarding skills and utilize the appro-
priate CMC systems, either synchronous or asynchronous. When students
have fewer keyboarding skills, asynchronous communication, e-mail, and
bulletin board are more appropriate. Accuracy was another area of concern.
Typographical errors occurred frequently and may have interfered with un-
derstanding or caused misunderstandings.

In the CMC environment, the delivery channel is lean. Therefore, plain
text may not be capable of delivering the desired level of stimulation, and
one may find it more difficult to express intended meaning. “Misunder-
standing” was a major concern for many students. Therefore, increasing
the familiarity among students was important.

The process of conveying feelings and emotions is necessary in human
communication. CMC users are constantly searching for expressive ways
to generate and deliver their feelings and emotions. Students used
emoticons and paralanguage to compensate for the lack of social context
cues in the online communication environment. Most students expressed
positive responses to the use of emoticons and paralanguage.

Many students reported that they felt lost in the multithreaded discus-
sion environment. They became confused and frustrated, having difficulty
determining “who” was talking to “whom” about “what.” The large num-
ber of messages and the ever-increasing number of topics made it impossi-
ble to maintain the discussion speed, regardless of typing skills. Generally,
students were motivated to “withdraw” or “just observe.” These reactions
would create a negative impact on online communications, such as creating
“discontinued” feelings and interfered with the student’s ability to think
and reflect on the messages. Two strategies were proposed (Winiecki and
Chyung 1998): using strategic snipping to simulate conversational over-
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laps and using formulations and indexical repairs to emulate conversational
practice.

Interactivity. Interactivity consisted of those cooperative activities and
communication styles used by CMC users. The quantitative data consisted
of four variables: CMC (1) is pleasant, (2) is immediate, (3) promotes re-
sponsiveness, and (4) allows the student to be comfortable with familiar
topics. The qualitative data included issues that involved CMC response
time, communication styles/skills, and the size of discussion groups. Issues
that have positive influence are as follows:

• timely response to CMC messages,
• use of stylistic communication styles,
• casual conversations, communication strategies,
• appropriate message length,
• planning, creativity, intellectual, decision-making, and social tasks, and
• appropriate communication group size.

The response time was an issue that was critical to the online interaction,
particularly in asynchronous communication. If the person did not respond
within the time frame expected by the sender or did not respond at all, the
sender perceived less social presence. Three irregularities resulting in a de-
layed or absent response to a message were pure technology delays, per-
sonal technology use difficulty, and the sender’s perception regarding
late/no response.

Stylistic communication styles were found to have a very positive im-
pact on students’ feelings toward others and influencing learning. Nine of
Norton’s (1986) 11 stylistic communication styles (attentive, impres-
sion-leaving, relaxed, acquiescent, friendly, open, animated, dramatic,
and personal) were identified to be useful in increasing interactive com-
munication.

The level of formality influenced the students’ willingness to respond.
When the message was perceived as more formal, immediacy was sacri-
ficed because the psychological distance between the correspondents was
increased. Informality decreased the psychological distance and people felt
closer to each other. The use of formal and informal styles depended on the
situation. One female participant expressed her feeling about a formal mes-
sage: “Fancy paper makes you feel like changing your clothes before you
read it.… It comes across as cold when it’s really just formal.”
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The findings from interviews suggested that instructors use several so-
cial communication strategies to enhance interactive communications: ini-
tiation of conversation, greeting, praise, inviting tones, and so forth. Initi-
ating communication showed the recipient that the correspondent was
willing to build a friendship as well as share concerns. This made people
feel friendlier, more personable, and warmer.

Message length exerted influence on students’ interactions based on in-
terviews. Real-time discussion is more like oral conversation, and is there-
fore shorter. E-mail is more like a “causal written conversation.” The bulle-
tin board was perceived as more formal writing, so it tended to be longer,
the writing style more formal, and the word choice less oral. Sentence
structure and grammar should be more rigid since the message was perma-
nent and in public.

Several task types that influenced the online interaction were identified:
planning, creativity, intellectual, decision making, cognitive conflict, and
social tasks. Four tasks were identified as more desirable in the area of cog-
nitive learning. Social tasks contributing to social learning formed the
foundation for all of the different tasks. Ideally, in a learning environment,
“generate” and “choose” will provide a better environment for interaction.

Being familiar with the topic of the discussion exerted a great impact on
a student’s interaction. When the students were more familiar with the dis-
cussion topics, they felt more comfortable participating in the discussions;
otherwise, they felt intimidated and were reluctant to join the conversation.
Therefore, it was recommended that, if applicable, one should allow stu-
dents to exercise some control over the selection of the discussion topics.

The size of the discussion group exerted a major impact on students’ in-
teraction, particularly in real-time discussions. It is recommended that the
real-time discussion group or chat be limited to two or three participants, if
possible. If a larger group is necessary, a strategy that provides equal
turn-taking must be applied.

Privacy

System privacy and a perception of privacy emerged as major variables.
Quantitative data analysis provided what was associated with the privacy
factors, whereas qualitative data analysis addressed how students per-
ceived online privacy issues. Among three CMC systems, it appeared that
e-mail was ranked as the most private, followed by one-to-one real-time
discussion, then many-to-many real-time discussion; bulletin board was
considered the least private. It was concluded that one-to-one discussion
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was a more personal form of communication, such as e-mail; therefore, it
was more private. Many-to-many discussions have a more public access
and are perceived as less private.

The location from which students accessed CMC had major influences
on their feelings of privacy. When the location was more public, as in some
computer laboratories, the students perceived less privacy.

The correlation between social presence and privacy was insignificant.
Students responded that it was “risky” to share personal information on
CMC in the interviews. However, students perceived CMC systems to have
high levels of social presence in the questionnaire. This reaction can be ex-
plained as “risk-taking” behavior (Witmer 1997). Students know that it is
risky to share personal information online, but they feel that it will not af-
fect them negatively.

Recommendations

The results of this study revealed that social presence is much more
complicated than previously imagined. The current CMC instrument (Tu
2002) must be revised to include additional variables identified in the qual-
itative data. The format of CMC systems, e-mail, and real-time discussion
should be examined in different formats: one-to-one e-mail, one-to-many
e-mail, one-to-one real-time discussion, and many-to-many real-time dis-
cussion.

Social learning requires cognitive and environmental determinants. So-
cial presence is necessary to enhance and foster online social interaction.
Therefore, the relationships between social presence theory and social
learning theory require further examination. The correlation between pri-
vacy and social presence was insignificant although both were highly per-
ceived. It deserves further examination.

Conclusions

Social presence was redefined as the degree of feeling, perception, and
reaction to another intellectual entity in the CMC environment. It is clear
that social presence is a vital element influencing online interaction. This
study examined the issues in social interactions and provided a foundation
for future CMC studies.

CMC is unlikely to replace FTF communication in the learning environ-
ment despite its acceptance as an educational tool. CMC applications
should be seen as an opportunity to select communication channels that op-
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timize the learner’s self-image and enhance his/her interaction. The defini-
tion of social presence in an online environment, together with positive re-
sults along the three dimensions of social presence, gives instructional
designers practical guidelines for online course design. By incorporating
concepts such as building trust online, providing “hand-holding” technical
support, and promoting informal relationships, instructors can help provide
greater interactivity within the online community of learners.
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