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Online Behavior

• How do people behave online?

• How does it compare to their offline behavior?

• To what extent can online presence substitute for personal meetings?

• To what extent do online interactions displace “better” options
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:-)

• We all know what that means

• Why does it exist?

• Do emoticons have deeper implications?
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Online Communications Aren’t Perfect

• Nuances obvious when meeting in person are lost in online discourse

• There’s no such thing as “tone of voice” in email

• Of course, the same can occur in books or newspapers, but most
authors or copy editors are more skilled

• Emoticons are an extra channel that can help avoid ambiguity and
confusion
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Other Factors

• Anonymity or pseudonymity

• Physical distance

• Little or no chance of personal interaction — or retaliation

• All of these create mental separation
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An Imperfect Channel

• Given the limitations of the medium, we should expect different
behavior

• The medium is different than the one we have habitually dealt with

• Inherent? “We’re just funny monkeys”.

• Educated? Will “digital natives” do better?
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Flaming

• People are very rude to others

• Rudeness exceeds the bounds that would be accepted face-to-face

• No apparent reason other than the medium
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Godwin’s Law

“As an online discussion grows longer, the probability of a comparison
involving Nazis or Hitler approaches one.”
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Trolls

• Posts things hoping for a reaction

• “Trolling” for a reply

• “Do not feed the trolls”
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Why?

• Immaturity?

• Boredom?

• Perceived immunity to retribution or punishment?
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Ancient Phenomena

• Trolling and flaming go way back on Usenet

• Early Usenet misbehavior held in check by social pressure

• What happens when the community becomes too big and too
scattered for that to work?
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Harrassment and Bullying

• Targeted, malicious statements

• Generally done behind a screen of pseudnymity

• Sometimes random, sometimes aimed

• On at least one occasion, has resulted in suicide
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The Megan Meier Case

• Lori Drew did not like what a teenager was allegedly saying about her
daughter

• Drew, her daughter, and a friend created a fake Myspace account.
They pretended to befriend Megan to learn what she was really
saying; later, they turned on her and taunted her

• Megan hanged herself

• Drew was convicted of a dubious charge; the judge threw out the
conviction

• (I’ve oversimplified)
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Gender- and Minority-Targeted Harrassment?

• There is some evidence that women and minority group members are
disproportionately targeted, e.g., the AutoAdmit case

• Has a crime been committed?

• What about anonymity? How is this balanced against the First
Amendment?
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Griefers and “Anonymous”

• Griefers: cyber vandals and cybersadists

• One loosely-organized group is known as “Anonymous”

• One action: uploading a flashing image to an Epilepsy Foundation
forum, causing epileptic seizures

• (The FBI is investigating that one)
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Gender Impersonation

• On the Internet, no one knows you’re a dog — and no one knows
your real age or gender

• In various online forums, people deliberately adopt a different persona

• (Especially interesting in Second Life)
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Accuracy and Facebook

• One study asserts that people are generally truthful on Facebook et
al.

• Why?

• Because of the link to a real-world community?
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Displacement

• Does Internet use displace other activities?

• Is there such a thing as “Internet addiction”?

• Does it displace other forms of interpersonal interaction?

• If so, is that good, bad, or neutral?
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One Opinion

“Do we honestly think that communicating via Twitter, e-mail or texting is
the same as hanging around the water cooler with colleagues or sitting
and having dinner with a friend?

“I fear that in this age of technology, just being with another human in the
moment and in real time is endangered. How can we think that machines
can match the joy of personally hearing the sound of a friend’s voice or
the gaze of a lover? I fear that we are losing the real meaning of human
connection and intimacy, and I worry about the consequences.”

(Letter to the Editor, N.Y. Times, 1 March 2010, http:
//www.nytimes.com/2010/03/02/opinion/l02internet.html)
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The Internet versus Phone Calls or Letters

• Is communicating over the Internet better or worse than older means
of communication?

• Why is it worse than a letter? Is it worse than a letter?

• But — we’ve already spoken about imperfections in Internet
communication

• Is it a way to keep one’s distance?

• Is it a deliberate way to maintain distance?
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Staying in Touch

• Because Internet communication is so rapid and so cheap, it can be
much better

• Letters or phone calls may not be an option

• What about video chats?
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Breaking Up Over the Net

• Traditionally, done in person

• But “Dear John” letters are part of the culture

• Is email or a text message worse?

• What about just changing your Facebook status?
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Getting Away

• When you break up with someone, do you unfriend them?

• Do your other friends unfriend them?

• Is it healthy to keep track of them?

• What is the line between that and cyberstalking?
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But. . .

• It may be a way to stay in touch with your children

• Disentangling from an ex is hard even without Facebook

• Maybe sometimes distancing is good

Steven M. Bellovin March 4, 2010 24



The Challenge

• There are good and bad aspects to people’s online behavior

• Anonymity is important, but seems to contribute to misbehavior

• How do we — technically or socially — gain the benefits without
paying the price?
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