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CHAPTERR II : COMMUNICATING PRESENCE 

Thiss chapter reports two studies that investigate the effects of cues to identity. As was con-

cludedd in the previous chapter, cues to identity are widely assumed to have a variety of effects 

onn (computer-mediated) interactions—the general assumption being that more cues make 

interactionn more "personal". However, there are two problems with this. First, there is not 

actuallyy a lot of research that directly tests these claims by examining impressions people 

formm about each other. Second, research that has investigated effects of so-called social cues 

usuallyy confounds cues that relate to the meaning with cues that relate only to the persons 

involvedd in the interaction—the so called cues to identity. In the following studies, the focus 

wil ll  be on the effect of cues to identity only, and, more specifically, on how they influence 

anticipationss about future media-use and interactions. 

Inn paragraph 2.1, a questionnaire study is reported that examined the impact of cues to 

identityy on anticipated interaction for a diversity of communication activities. Respondents 

weree asked to envision a situation in which they were to perform various communication 

activitiess by means of electronic mail with a person unknown to them. The communication 

activitiess varied in (a) informational complexity, i.e., the amount of information that has to be 

exchangedd in order to complete the activity successfully, and (b) social-emotional complexity, 

i.e.,, the degree of personal or social communication required to perform the communication-

activityy successfully. Respondents were asked to indicate how comfortable they would be 

withh performing these activities with and without the availability of cues to identity in the 

formm of a portrait picture. Overall, respondents anticipated feeling less comfortable with 

performingg activities via electronic mail that are complex compared with more simple 

activities.. The availability of cues in the form of portrait pictures did not affect the expected 

comfortt for the more simple tasks. However, for more complex tasks, the presence of these 

cuess to identity was highly valued. These effects were especially brought about by the socio-

emotionalemotional complexity of the tasks, and to a much lesser extent by their informational 

complexity. . 
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Thee assumption that even relatively minimal cues to identity have impacts on person 

perceptionss is tested in Study 2.2. This study investigates the effect of cues to identity in the 

formm of portrait pictures and basic biographical information on impression formation. The 

resultss show that even these basic cues to identity have considerable effects on impression 

formationn in that they reduce ambiguity and lead to more positive impressions. The 

assumptionn that this effect would vary with the group membership (ingroup or outgroup) of 

thee partner was not confirmed. Implications with respect to the possible effects of cues to 

identityy are discussed in the final paragraph of this chapter. 
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STUDYY 2.1: ANTICIPATED EFFECTS OF CUES TO IDENTITY: LAY THEORIES OF 

CMC C 

Ass is described in Chapter I, cues to identity potentially influence how persons are perceived, 

andd may affect the nature of interactions that people have with each other. They are believed 

too reduce ambiguity, convey a sense of "social presence" of communication partners (Short et 

al.,, 1976) and thereby increase the "intimacy" and "immediacy" of interaction (cf. Spears & 

Lea,, 1992). Similarly, "cuelessness" (Rutter & Stephenson, 1979) is assumed to foster 

psychologicall  distance, which is associated with a task-oriented style, and depersonalized 

content,, and more cues make the interaction more convivial. 

Inn order to test these ideas, the first study presented in this chapter examines more 

closelyy how cues to identity affect anticipated comfort with performing a variety of 

communicationn activities. This study only examines the effect of cues to identity with the 

intentionn of controlling for the (possible) confounding effect of message-related cues, or cues 

toto meaning (see previous chapter). Expectations were that with regard to anticipated 

situations,, traditional theories of media effects would be supported. In other words, the study 

wass simply designed to assess people's "lay theories" about the beneficial effects of social 

cues.. I predicted that cues to identity would be especially valued by future communicators 

whenn the situation was uncertain or equivocal—the idea being that more cues to identity 

reducee uncertainty and restore unequivocality (Daft & Lengel, 1984; McGrath & 

Hollingshead,, 1993). In addition, highly interpersonally involving tasks, i.e., tasks that are 

sociallyy complex were believed to be less adequately managed by media that are restricted in 

theirr ability to convey (person-related) cues (Fulk & Collins-Jarvis, 2001; Short et al., 1976). 

Therefore,, an additional prediction was that the more socio-emotionally complex communic-

ationn would be, the more cues to identity would be valued. In order to examine the effect of 

cuess to identity on these two factors, participants were presented with hypothetical 

communicationn activities on two dimensions. The first dimension involved the informational 

complexitycomplexity of the communication: the amount of information that would have to be exchanged 

inn order to complete the activity. The second dimension was the socio-emotional complexity 
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off  communication: the degree of personal or social communication required to perform the 

communicationn activity successfully. 

Respondentss were asked to give their opinion on how comfortable they would be 

whenn having to perform each of these activities via e-mail with a person unknown to them. 

Thee prediction was that because of the relative restricted capacity of e-mail, participants 

wouldd anticipate being less comfortable when performing informationally or socio-

emotionallyy complex activities. However, when having to perform such tasks, people would 

valuee the presence of cues to identity, since this would enable uncertainty and ambiguity 

reduction.. Therefore, the prediction was that cues to identity would especially be valued for 

complexx tasks. 

Furthermore,, I expected to find an effect for the degree of previous experience with 

CMCC (and e-mail in specific). This was based on the assumption that, over time, experience 

withh a medium is believed to develop better understanding of the purposes and uses of a 

medium.. Individuals with high experience with CMC-applications would be able to make 

betterr judgments of their richness and may therefore be more willin g to use them for a variety 

off  activities (King & Xia, 1997; Schmitz & Fulk, 1991). Expectations were that people who 

aree more experienced with online interaction (and thereby know better what to expect) would 

(a)) be more comfortable performing the tasks, and would (b) value personal information less, 

comparedd with less experienced users. 

PilotPilot study 

AA pilot study was conducted to rank 10 communication activities (adapted from Hooff, 1997; 

Ricee & Case, 1983) on the two dimensions of informational and socio-emotional complexity. 

AA total of 25 participants (6 males, average age = 27) were asked to order the 10 activities on 

thee degree of informational complexity, in other words the amount of information that has to 

bee exchanged in order to complete the activity. After ordering, the participants graded the 

activitiess with marks from 1 to 10, where the least complex activity was graded 1, and the 

mostt complex activity graded 10. This procedure was repeated for the degree of social-

emotionalemotional complexity of the task. Table 3 shows the relative rankings of the activities on the 

44 The distinction made here, between informational and socio-emotional complexity, is in some sense 

similarr to the distinction made in Bales' (1950) Interaction Process Analysis, describing the different content of 

communicationss in groups. 
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informationall  and socio-emotional complexity, as well as the means (on a 10-point scale) and 

standardd deviations. 

Tablee 3. Rankings of Communication Activities on Socio-Emotional Complexity and 

Informationall  Complexity 

Socio-emotionall  Informational 

complexityy complexity 

Askingg non-personal questions 

Exch.. non-confidential information 

Generatingg ideas 

Exchangingg opinions 

Negotiating g 

Decisionn making 

Askingg personal questions 

Solvingg conflicts 

Exch.. confidential information 

Gettingg to know someone 

Rank k 

1 1 

2 2 

3 3 

4 4 

5 5 

6 6 

7 7 

8 8 

9 9 

10 0 

Mean n 

1.96 6 

2.72 2 

4.12 2 

5.36 6 

6.04 4 

6.36 6 

6.52 2 

7.12 2 

7.16 6 

7.64 4 

SD D 

1.67 7 

1.62 2 

2.30 0 

1.89 9 

2.09 9 

2.36 6 

2.37 7 

2.22 2 

2.08 8 

3.35 5 

Rank k 

1 1 

2 2 

4 4 

3 3 

8 8 

9 9 

5 5 

10 0 

6 6 

7 7 

Mean n 

2.16 6 

3.20 0 

4.52 2 

4.36 6 

7.24 4 

7.96 6 

4.60 0 

9.12 2 

5.72 2 

6.12 2 

SD D 

1.57 7 

1.85 5 

2.35 5 

1.93 3 

1.30 0 

1.79 9 

2.33 3 

1.13 3 

2.44 2.44 

3.06 6 

Ass can be seen in the table, the complexities of the communication activities strongly 

co-vary.. Analysis of the orderings using Pearson's r indicated that tasks that are perceived as 

informationallyy complex also score high on socio-emotional complexity and vice versa, r(df= 

8,, comparing 10 tasks) = .77, p < .01. 

Thee tasks and the coders' ratings of the tasks were used in the main study as input and 

stimuluss material respectively. I designed this study to investigate what effect cues to identity 

wouldd have on the anticipated comfort of performing various communication tasks. 

Method Method 

RespondentRespondent and Procedures 

Dataa were collected as part of a class assignment. Each student was asked to deliver a number 

off  pen-and-paper questionnaires to people in their social environment. In order to prevent bias 

onn the basis of expertise (the students took a course in communication science), the students 



30 30 CuesCues to Identic in CMC 

weree asked not to complete the surveys themselves. A total of 150 surveys were given to 

studentss and 107 questionnaires were returned (response rate = 71.33%). Of these 

respondents,, 54.2 % was male (aged 28 on average). The objective of the questionnaire was 

statedd in the introduction. Respondents were told that the purpose of the research was to gain 

informationn about people's perceptions on the usability of "new" media. More precisely, 

respondentss were told that one of the dimensions in which computer-mediated communic-

ationn differs from for instance face-to-face communication is the degree to which it is possible 

too convey personal information of each other. The main stated purpose of the questionnaire 

wass to examine to what extent people would find it comfortable to have persona! information 

inn the form of a portrait picture of one another when communicating via new media forms (for 

instancee e-mail). Respondents were guaranteed that questionnaire answers were completely 

anonymous. . 

Measures Measures 

Thee respondents were asked to respond to a number of demographic questions (age, sex, and 

levell  of education). Then, they were asked to indicate how often they used electronic mail in 

theirr private as well as their working life (on a scale of 1 to 4, response categories were 

"never",, "monthly", "weekly", and "daily"). 

Followingg this, respondents were asked to imagine a situation in which they were to 

communicatee with a complete stranger. They were then asked to indicate how comfortable 

theyy anticipated to be when performing each of the listed communication activities with this 

personn without the presence of personal information in the form of a portrait picture. 

Responsess ranged from 1 (not comfortable) to 7 (comfortable). Subsequently, respondents 

weree asked to indicate their anticipated comfort performing the same activities with an 

unknownn person, but now with the availability of personal information in the form of a 

portraitt picture.5 

""  The same questions were asked for activities with a known person (an acquaintance or a friend). Although 

thee variability of responses on these questions was somewhat greater, the pattern was more or less comparable to 

thatt of the "strangers", with minor variations. In order not to complicate the following, only the results for 

strangerss are reported. This is especially justified given that the remainder of the thesis deals with collaborations 

amongg strangers for the most part. 
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Results Results 

Tablee 4 shows the 10 activities ranked in ascending order on the anticipated comfort scores in 

thee situation without cues to identity (cf. Table 3). The first column presents the averages for 

thee no-cues situation, and averages of the situation with cues to identity are presented in 

Columnn 2. The third column contains the "relative value" of the cues. This score was calcula-

tedd by subtracting the anticipated comfort scores for the no-cues situation from the situation 

withh cues to identity. Analysis of the data using Pearson's r indicated that the relative value of 

personall  information was significantly negatively correlated to the level of comfort of both 

thee interaction without cues to identity, ^(10) = -.89, p < .001, and with cues to identity, 

rs(10)) = -.79, p < .01. In other words, the less comfortable people feel with accomplishing the 

communicationn activity via e-mail, the more they value cues in the form of a portrait picture. 

Thesee findings are reflected in the outcomes of the analyses of variance that are presented 

below:: Overall, the F-values with respect to the presence of cues to identity are significant 

wheree anticipated comfort is low. 

AA number of 2 (cues to identity: no cues vs. cues) x 2 (experience: low experienced vs. 

highh experienced) analyses of variance with repeated measures on the factor cues were 

conductedd in order to test whether the expected comfort when participating in the various 

communicationn activities was influenced by the presence of cues and the respondents' 

expertise.. In order to examine the effects of the degree of experience with e-mail, experienced 

usersusers (that is, respondents that make use of e-mail on a daily basis, n = 49), were 

distinguishedd from less experienced users (n ~ 58). Table 4 shows the results for these 

analysess of variance (Columns 5 to 8). 

Withh respect to the expected comfort when having to exchange confidential informa-

tion,tion, the presence of cues had a significant effect, F(\, 103) = 29.16, p < .001. If cues would 

bee available, respondents anticipated that they would be more comfortable when participating 

inn the task (M = 2.79, SD = 1.47) compared to not having these cues (M~ 2.16, SD = 1.37). 

Experiencee with using e-mail also had a main effect on comfort, F(\, 103) = 6.79, p = .01. 

Overall,, experienced users anticipated to be more comfortable (M = 2.82, SD = 1.31) 

comparedd to less experienced users (M = 2.18, SD = 1.21). The interaction was not 

significant,, F(l, 103) = 0.05,, ns. 

AskingAsking personal questions was significantly affected by the presence of cues, F(l, 

103)) = 6.14, p = .01. Again, respondents anticipated to be more comfortable with cues (M = 

3.14,, SD = 1.50) than without cues (M= 2.83, SD = 1.41). Also experience yielded a signify-
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cantt effect, F(l, 103) = 3.83,/? < .05. Experienced users anticipated to be more comfortable 

accomplishingg the task (M = 3.23, SD = 1.78) compared to less experienced users (M= 2.76, 

SDSD = 1.32). Again, the interaction was not significant, ( 1, 103) = 0.93, ns. 

Whenn it comes to getting to know someone, the presence of cues was expected to 

increasee comfort, F{\, 103) = 13.09, p < .001. With cues, respondents expected to be more 

comfortablee (M = 3.93, SD = 1.81) compared to not having cues (M = 3.39, SD = 1.80). 

Experiencee also affected the anticipated comfort, F(l, 103) = 7.91, p < .01, in that 

experiencedd users anticipated more comfort (M = 4.12, SD = 1.49) compared to less 

experiencedd users (M= 3.27, SD - 1.63). The interaction was again not significant, F(\, 103) 

== 2.16, ns. 

Anticipatedd comfort when having to solve conflicts was not significantly affected by 

thee presence of cues, F(\, 103) = 2.00, ns. Experience did yield a significant effect, F(l, 103) 

== 4.55, p < .05. Experienced users anticipated to be more comfortable (M = 3.84, SD = 1.35) 

comparedd to less experienced users (M = 3.21, SD = 1.65). Also, there was a significant 

interaction,, F(\, 103) = 4.45, p < .05. Inspection of the data showed that less experienced 

userss anticipated to be significantly less comfortable when no cues would be available (M = 

3.00,, SD= 1.73) compared to the other conditions (M = 3.68, SD= 1.61). 

DecisionDecision making was significantly affected by the expectation of cues, F(\, 103) = 

6.28,, p = .01. With cues (M = 3.70, SD = 1.60), respondents anticipated to be more comfort-

ablee than without cues (M= 3.41, SD = 1.59). Experience had no significant effect, F(\, 103) 

== .47, ns, nor had the interaction, F( 1, 103) = .20, ns. 

Thee other activities (negotiating, exchanging opinions, generating ideas, exchanging 

non-confidentialnon-confidential information, and asking non-personal questions) were not significantly 

influencedd by the presence of cues or the experience of the respondents and also the 

interactionss proved not significant (all F's < 1.81). 

AA final analysis examined whether socio-emotional complexity or informational 

complexityy (as rated in the pilot study) would better predict the anticipated relative value of 

cuess to identity. Correlating the two dimensions of perceived complexity with relative value 

thatt was ascribed to the personal information showed that whereas socio-emotional 

complexityy was strongly correlated with the value of cues to identity, r(8) = .78, p < .001, 

informationall  complexity was not, r(8) = .39, ns. A multiple regression analysis with relative 

valuee as dependent variable indeed confirmed that socio-emotional complexity was a reliable 

andd strong predictor of the anticipated value of cues to identity, b = 1.20, /(9) = 3.77, p < .01, 

butt that informational complexity was not, b = -.54, t(9) = -1.72, ns. 
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Discussion Discussion 

Thee results of this study confirm the prediction that people anticipate to be less comfortable 

usingg "cueless" communication media when having to perform tasks that are complex (Daft & 

Lengel,, 1986; McGrath & Hollingshead, 1993; Rice & Gattiker, 2001; Short et al., 1976). 

Overall,, the respondents indicated that they would feel less comfortable when having to 

performm socio-emotional complex activities by e-mail (whether it was with or without the 

presencee of cues to identity) compared to less complex activities. Experience with using e-

maill  was of influence on this degree of comfort to a certain extent. Both groups seemed to 

agreee about the expected comfort when it comes to performing activities that are less 

complex.. However, more experienced users expected to be more comfortable compared to 

lesss experienced users when having to perform activities that are more complex. This could be 

becausee experienced users do not feel uncertainty towards the medium itself. This lower 

uncertaintyy level could very well result in more confidence towards activities that are 

inherentlyy uncertain or equivocal (King & Xia, 1997; Schmitz & Fulk, 1991). 

Moree importantly, the lower level of expected comfort for more complex activities is 

reflectedd by the relative value that respondents attribute to the presence of cues to identity. 

Respondentss do not anticipate benefiting from cues to identity for less complex tasks. 

However,, for more complex tasks, the value of these cues to identity increases. Moreover, it is 

especiallyy the socio-emotionally complex activities that wil l be performed with more comfort 

whenn cues to identity are present. These findings are in line with media-capacity theories such 

ass the Social Presence theory (Short, 1974; Short et al., 1976) and the Cuelessness model 

(Kteslerr et al., 1984; Rutter & Stephenson, 1979) for the availability of cues enables the 

communicationn of rich and equivocal messages and reduces uncertainty about the persons 

involvedd in the interaction. 

However,, the finding that more informationally complex tasks are less strongly 

associatedd with anticipated benefits of cues to identity is not consistent with other classical 

theoriess about media choice, in particular with the Information Richness Theory (Daft & 

Lengel,, 1984, 1986). After all, this approach revolves entirely around the ambiguity and 

complexityy within a specific task context, and does not explicitly devote any attention to the 

socio-emotionall  complexity of a social situation in predicting when people will prefer what 

mediumm to what effect. An important caveat must be made here, however: the present results 

cannott be imputed to message-related capacities such as a medium's capacity to allow 
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feedback,, the ability to communicate cues like body language and tone of voice, the 

possibilityy to use natural language or the ability to convey feelings and emotions, all of which 

aree believed to be important according to Information Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986; 

Trevinoo et al., 1990). The cues that are responsible for the effects found in this study only 

relatee to the identifiability of the persons that are involved in the interaction. Therefore, a 

possiblee explanation is that being able to visualize the other makes the interaction appear to be 

lesss mechanical, and more personal. Information in the form of a portrait picture may 

psychologicallyy foster the anticipated feelings of intimacy, familiarity, or "presence", even 

thoughh objectively the amount of information conveyed by a portrait picture is very limited. 

Inn the next study this assumption is tested, by examining the effect of simple cues to identity 

andd their impact on impression formation. 
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STUDYY 2.2: CUES TO IDENTITY: IMPRESSION FORMATION AND ATTRACTION 

Studyy 2.1 confirmed that the presence of cues to identity is related to an anticipation of greater 

usabilityy of a medium for both experienced and inexperienced users. Indeed, a reduction in 

cuess is believed to cause a wide variety of effects in the scientific literature, too (see Chapter I 

andd Bordia, 1997 for overview), which are implicitly or explicitly related to the influence that 

cuess may have on impression formation (Hancock & Dunham, 2001). The assumption is that 

cuess to identity help to individuate a person, i.e., provide a richer, more complete person 

impressionn and thereby influence various social processes. In this study the effect of cues to 

identityy is investigated in more detail by examining their effect on impression formation. 

Twoo aspects can be distinguished when examining the impressions that are formed 

online.. Both have been suggested as being fundamental to understanding a medium's social 

effects.. One is the ambiguity of the impression (cf. Hancock & Dunham, 2001, for a related 

discussionn of impression intensity). As will be elaborated below, ambiguity is assumed to 

havee a range of behavioral and social consequences. The availability of cues to identity are 

thoughtt to reduce ambiguity, and for that reason CMC (relatively cueless) should be less 

suitedd to forming unambiguous impressions of people than FtF communication (rich in cues). 

AA second aspect of impressions is their positivity. Some approaches have suggested that 

havingg more information about a person overall also leads to more positive impressions. The 

studyy reported below examines both hypotheses. 

ReductionReduction of Ambiguity 

Thee capacity of a medium assumes a central role in much of the theorizing about mediated 

communicationn (Rice, 1993; Walther, 1996). A medium's effectiveness is believed to be 

determinedd by its capacity to convey multiple cues simultaneously (Daft & Lengel, 1984; 

Shortt et al., 1976), which is largely based on the number of communication channels held by 

aa medium (Daft & Lengel, 1984). "Rich" media such as FtF communication allow the 

transmissionn of nonverbal signals such as posture, dress, proximity and orientation, physical 

appearance,, facial expression, and direction of gaze, and thereby convey a sense of social 

presencee of communication partners (Short et al., 1976), all of which is believed to reduce 

ambiguity.. The degree of ambiguity is negatively associated with the degree of interpersonal 

contactt a medium allows: the more restricted the capacity, the more ambiguity remains. All 

thiss implies that cues to identity can play a vital role in the reduction of ambiguity of person 
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impressions.. This reduction in ambiguity, in turn, has important social consequences in the 

sensee of guiding the degree of intimacy and the quality of contact (see Chapter I). 

Positivity Positivity 

Itt has also been suggested that cues to identity may have a direct effect on the attractiveness 

orr positivity of impression that people form of each other. The cuelessness model (Rutter & 

Stephenson,, 1979) hypothesizes that cuelessness (the absence of cues to identity) results in 

particularr communication styles and outcomes such as psychological distance, task-oriented 

andd depersonalized content, and deliberate, unspontaneous style (Rutter, 1987, p. 74). More 

cuess to identity, then, make the interaction more convivial, decreasing the psychological 

distancee between communicators. Similar ideas are found in Walther's Social Information 

Processingg Theory (SIP, Walther, 1992) which proposes that exchanging personalized infor-

mationn helps communicators develop positive and meaningful relationships. 

CuesCues to Identity and Group Membership 

Accordingg to the Social Identity model of Deindividuation Effects, or SIDE for short (Reicher 

ett al., 1995; Spears & Lea, 1994) the presence of cues to identity is not the only factor that 

shouldd be taken into account when examining effects of media capacity (see Chapter I for 

elaboratee discussion). From a social psychological background this model argues that media 

effectss are produced by the interaction of the characteristics of a communication medium 

(suchh as capacity) with characteristics of the social context (Postmes et al., 1998). SIDE 

proposess that cues to identity can be used to individuate people—to form impressions of them 

ass idiosyncratic individuals (Spears & Lea, 1992). When cues to identity are relatively scarce 

(ass can be the case in certain forms of CMC), and relevant social identities are known and 

salientt in the context of the interaction, group characteristics wil l be attributed to individuals 

(Reicherr et al., 1995). This is because the relative lack of individuation in CMC can provide a 

contextt in which individual differences between group members are ignored because 

interpersonall  distinctions within the group are obscured and less likely to be made (cf. 

Sassenbergg & Postmes, 2002). Provided that it is clear what the relevant social group is, and 

providedd that the group's attributes are known or can be inferred, the lack of cues to identity 

inn CMC can thereby accentuate the unity of the group and cause persons to be perceived as 

groupp members rather than as idiosyncratic individuals (Lea et al., 2001). Thus, group 

members'' social identity will be accentuated. This process applies both to perceptions of the 

ingroupingroup and to perceptions of the outgroup. Thus, the ingroup is likely to be seen in ingroup 
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stereotypicc terms and the outgroup in the stereotypic ways that are considered "appropriate" 

forr them (Locksley, Borgida, Brekke, & Hepburn, 1980). It is the content of these stereotypes 

andd the capacity of the medium together that need to be taken in consideration when 

establishingg the social effects of a medium (Postmes et al., 1998). 

Summarizingg the theoretical overview presented above, both in "determinist" theories 

andd in subsequent models of the impact of CMC on social relations, individuation (or rather, 

thee availability of cues to identity) plays a central role. The underlying assumption is that cues 

too identity aid the formation of impressions of individuals. The present studies were designed 

too examine this assumption. The effects of cues to identity on impression formation were 

examinedd both in terms of ambiguity and positivity of impressions. The predictions were that 

cuess to identity would reduce the ambiguity of impressions and foster more positive 

impressions.. The effect of group membership was also examined. Expectations were that cues 

too identity would especially contribute to the reduction of ambiguity and positivity of 

impressionss for targets that were part of a significant outgroup: When cues to identity are 

present,, attention to (out)group membership would become less important and persons would 

bee perceived more in terms of individuals and, consequently, less in terms of outgroup 

stereotypes.. Since outgroup stereotypes tend to be more negative, decreased attention to group 

membershipp was expected to result in more positive impressions. Positivity of impressions 

whenn the person was part of the ingroup was expected to be less affected by cues to identity. 

Method Method 

ParticipantsParticipants and Design 

Thirty-fivee undergraduate students of the University of Amsterdam (16 male and 19 female) 

participatedd in the experiment in return for a gift voucher. The design constituted a 2 (ingroup 

vs.. outgroup) x 2 (portrait picture vs. no portrait picture) x 2 (biography vs. no biography) 

repeatedd measures factorial design. Participants were shown several targets, either ingroup or 

outgroup,, either with a portrait picture or not, and either with some biographical information 

orr not. The biographical information consisted of the targets' name, age, study, place of 

residence,, and hobby. 

ProcedureProcedure and Independent Variables 

Thee experiment was conducted in a laboratory consisting of eight isolated cubicles. In each 

cubiclee stood a PC that was connected to a local network. After brief instructions about 
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handlingg the computer and a global indication of the content of the experiment, participants 

weree isolated in a cubicle. Further instructions were given via the PC. Participants were led to 

believee that the researchers had solicited discussion topics and opinions about these topics 

fromm students of either the University of Amsterdam or of the Free University (another 

University,, also located in Amsterdam). Participants' task ostensibly was to decide which 

topicc would appeal most to them for future discussion6, and to evaluate the targets. In 

addition,, they were informed that, when available, a portrait picture and/or biographical infor-

mationn of the target student who supposedly suggested the topic would be presented on the 

computerr screen. Participants were asked to closely examine the information presented, and to 

evaluatee the discussion topics and the target by answering a number of multiple-choice 

questions.. Participants were told these answers would be used for selecting partners for a 

futuree interaction. 

Participantss evaluated 16 different targets. The targets differed in the degree of cues to 

identityy that were presented. I independently examined two types of cues to identity: the 

target-descriptionss contained either a photo or not and they contained biographical informa-

tionn or not. Half the targets were supposedly ingroup members (students of the University of 

Amsterdam)) and the other half were supposedly outgroup members (students of the Free 

University).. This resulted in four descriptions containing no cues to identity whatsoever (no 

photo,, no personal information), four descriptions containing two kinds of cues to identity (a 

photo,, and personal information), and a further eight descriptions which contained one kind of 

sociall  cue (four descriptions containing only a picture, four descriptions only personal 

information).. The photos and biographical information were pre-tested for neutrality. The 

kk In total, 24 discussion topics were pre-tested (,V = 32) for variance in agreement, interestingness, 

persuasiveness,, originality, and gender-based bias. Eight outliers (i.e., topics that differed considerably on one or 

moree of the dimensions) were deleted from the set of discussion topics. This way we ended up with a total of 16 

topicss with approximately equal scores per dimension. 
77 Portrait pictures were drawn from a database of student pictures. Neutrality of pictures was assured by the 

followingg procedure: Two judges selected pictures they saw as neutral. The remaining 43 pictures were given to 

aa group of students from the same participant pool (N = 20) to check whether pictures were neutral with regard 

too attractiveness. Each picture was evaluated on a 7-point Likert-type scale from 1 (very unattractive) through 4 

(neitherr unattractive nor attractive), to 7 (very attractive). Ratings confirmed that pictures were "neutral" (M = 

3.63,, SD = .84). Biographical information was tested for neutrality using a similar procedure. 74 participants 

ratedd the biographical information on for how interesting, nice, and attractive each person appeared to be from 
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presentedd photos were always of the same gender as the participant, in order to avoid gender 

effects.. For each participant, the computer randomly selected conditions and discussion 

topics,, and then (if necessary) randomly presented photographs, biographical information, in 

orderr to prevent systematic biases from occurring. 

DependentDependent Variables 

Afterr receiving feedback about each target, participants were asked several questions. They 

indicatedd their agreement with statements on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 

stronglyy agree). Two questions assessed the ambiguity of impressions ("I have a clear im-

presssionn of this person" and "In order to be able to have a good discussion, it is important to 

havee more information about this person". Cronbach's alpha = .91). One question related to 

positivity:: "I have a positive impression of this person" and another assessed the relation: "I 

feell  connected to this person". Three questions were asked about the content of the feedback 

("II  find this an interesting topic", "I agree with this opinion", and "I would like to discuss this 

topicc with this person", Cronbach's alpha = .90). 

Results Results 

Resultss were analyzed in 2 (group) x 2 (picture) x 2 (biography) repeated measures analyses 

off  variance. The group manipulation (whether the target belonged to the ingroup or the 

outgroup)) had no effect on ambiguity (none of the main effects or higher order interactions 

involvingg group were reliable on either of the statements, all Fs < 1.69). The group manipu-

lationn also had no effect on the questions assessing the positivity of impression (again, none 

off  the effects involving group were reliable, all Fs < 1.61). Therefore, I shall not report 

resultss for the ingroup and outgroup distinction, but focus on the remaining two factors. Table 

55 shows the main effects of cues to identity on the dependent variables. 

Ambiguity.Ambiguity. Of the two dependent variables related to ambiguity, the formed 

impressionss were clearer (i.e., less ambiguous) when cues to identity were given. Results 

showedd a main effect of picture, F(l, 31) = 9.44, p < .005, and a main effect of biography, 

F( l ,, 31) = 12.82,/? < .001. The interaction was not reliable, F(l, 31) = 0.17, w.v.68. 

thee biographical details. On these scales, all biographies scored around or slightly below the midpoint (ranging 

fromm 3.43, SD = 1.13 to 4.23. SD = 1.03). 
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Tablee 5. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations of the Dependent Variables for the Conditions 

Withh and Without Cues to Identity 

Picturee No Picture 

Impression n 

SD SD 

Needd for personal 

SD SD 

nfo. . 

Positivityy of Impression 

SD SD 

Connectednesss to target 

SD SD 

Interesting g 

SD SD 

Agreement t 

SD SD 

Discusss this topic 

SD SD 

Biography y 

3.50, , 

1.27 1.27 

2.566 a 

1.10 1.10 

4.17a a 

0.79 0.79 

2.83a a 

1.14 1.14 

4.69ab b 

0.87 0.87 

4.26a a 

1.06 1.06 

3.69a a 

1.09 1.09 

Noo Biography 

3.17b b 

1.18 1.18 

3.12, , 

1.55 1.55 

4.16a a 

0.62 0.62 

2.97a a 

1.05 1.05 

4.85a a 

0.85 0.85 

4.41a a 

0.77 0.77 

3.88a a 

1.04 1.04 

Biography y 

3.09b b 

1.23 1.23 

2.822 b 

1.34 1.34 

4.17a a 

0.75 0.75 

2.96a a 

0.99 9 

4.64ab b 

1.07 1.07 

4.39a a 

aa #9 

3.68a a 

/ . / / / 

Noo Biography 

2.69c c 

1.17 1.17 

3.37,. . 

1.72 1.72 

3.79b b 

0.5/ / 

2.56b b 

0.95 5 

4.52b b 

0.52 2 

4.36a a 

0.55 5 

3.70a a 

1.24 1.24 

Note.Note. Means in the same row with a different subscript differ significantly from each other at 

p< .05 5 

Seeingg a picture meant that participants felt they had a clearer impression (M = 3.31, 

SDSD = 1.64) compared to the conditions without picture (M = 2.89, SD = 1.10). Having a 

biographyy also resulted in a clearer impression (M= 3.30, SD = 1.18) compared to not having 

aa biography (M= 2.93, SD= 1.07). 

Withh regard to the need for more personal information, cues to identity also had the 

predictedd effect. Again, main effects were found of picture, F( 1, 31) = 13.00, /J = .001, and of 

biography,, F( 1, 31) = 8.60,p = .006.. The interaction was not reliable, F(l, 31) = 0.01, ns. In 

thee picture condition, participants indicated needing less additional personal information (M = 

2.84,, SD = 1.36) than in the no-picture condition (M = 3.10, SD = 1.56). In the biography 

condition,, participants needed less personal information (M = 2.69, SD = 1.22) than in the no 

biographyy condition (A/= 3.25, SD = 1.63). 
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Positivity.Positivity. The prediction that cues to identity would lead to a more positive 

impressionn of the target was partly confirmed. Results showed a main effect of picture, F(l, 

31)) = 5.84, p < .05. Conditions with a picture resulted in a more positive impression (M = 

4.17,, SD = 0.70) compared to the no-picture conditions (M = 3.98, SD = 0.79). The main 

effectt of biography approached reliability, F(l, 31) = 3.43, p = .07. In conditions with a 

biography,, impressions tended to be somewhat more positive (M = 4.17, SD = 0.76) than in 

conditionss without biography (M= 3.98, SD = 0.74). However, these two main effects were 

qualifiedd by a near-significant interaction, F(l, 31) = 3.50, p = .07. This interaction shows 

that,, compared to the other conditions (M= 4.17, SD = .71), participants in the condition with 

noo cues to identity (picture or biography) had the most negative impression (M= 3.79, SD = 

.81,, see Table 5). 

Connectedness.Connectedness. The prediction that cues to identity would lead to a greater feeling of 

connectednesss was partly confirmed. There were no reliable main effects (all Fs < 1.53). 

However,, a significant interaction effect was found of picture by biography, F(l, 31) = 4.34, p 

<<  .05. In the condition without picture and biography participants felt least connected with the 

targetss (M = 2.56, SD = .98) compared with the other three conditions in which cues to 

identityy were provided (M= 2.92, SD = .88). 

Content.Content. In addition to the effects of cues to identity on ambiguity and positivity, I 

analyzedd whether cues to identity affected the participant's attitude towards the discussion 

topicc and the opinion given by the discussion partner. As can be seen, cues to identity had no 

significantt effects on either of these. There were no reliable main effects or interactions of the 

twoo cues to identity manipulations on how interesting participants thought the topic was (all 

Fss < 2.65), and on the amount of agreement with the target's opinion (all Fs < .34). Finally, 

participantss were asked whether they wanted to discus this topic and once more, cues to 

identityy did not affect this (all Fs < .76). 

Discussion Discussion 

Thee results of this study confirm the predictions; cues to identity have an impact on two 

aspectss of impression formation; ambiguity and positivity of impressions. These cues to 

identityy can be fairly minimal: providing participants with a mere portrait picture or some 

biographicall  background information had quite strong effects on impression formation. Cues 

too identity reduce ambiguity in the sense that they help to individuate targets. Thus, clearer 

impressionss are formed, and the need for additional personal information decreases. This is in 
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linee with most theories that suggest a direct relationship between the availability of cues to 

identityy and feelings of social presence. 

Cuess to identity also influence the evaluation of targets. Cues to identity seem to lead 

too more positive impressions, although it should be noted that these effects are somewhat less 

strongg than those of ambiguity reduction. The results do indicate that the absence of any cues 

too identity (picture or biography) is associated with less positive impressions than conditions 

inn which cues to identity are present. It should be stressed that the pictures portrayed no 

particularlyy attractive or unattractive persons, nor was the biographical information 

normativelyy desirable or undesirable. It seems that the absence of cues to identity alone is 

sufficientt to reduce the positivity of impressions. 

Inn addition, the cues to identity did not affect the opinion about the content, or the 

attitudee towards the discussion topic. This suggests that the cues that were used functioned as 

cuess to identity only, and not as cues to meaning. Put differently, the portrait pictures and 

biographicall  information that were used in this setting did not affect message comprehension, 

orr the stance towards the topic in any way, and served only to form an impression about its 

sender. . 

Thus,, these findings are consistent with the underlying assumptions of most media-

effectt theories in showing that even relatively rudimentary cues to identity can reduce 

ambiguityy and form a basis for positive evaluations. Contrary to what was expected on the 

basiss of the SIDE model, group membership did not appear to affect the relation between cues 

too identity and positivity of impression, and the effects of cues to identity had a similar impact 

onn ingroup as well as outgroup targets. It could be that the group distinction between the two 

universitiess was not clear or distinct enough, or that the participants did not identify strongly 

withh the ingroup relative to the outgroup. Another explanation could be that participants 

recognizedd themselves and the others as both being university students in Amsterdam. By 

this,, the salience and attention to the so-called superordinate category (all participants being 

universityy students from the same city) could have reduced the subordinate category salience 

(beingg students from a different university) (see for more detailed discussion Gaertner, 

Dovidio,, Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 1993; Hornsey & Hogg, 1999, 2000). In order to 

checkk for this, identification with the ingroup as well as the outgroup has to be known and 

wil ll  therefore be measured in the studies investigating effects of group membership in the 

nextt chapters. Another reason for the lack of effects of group membership could be that 

ingroupingroup and outgroup targets were presented in a serial order. It is a well-known phenomenon 

thatt effects of group membership are particularly likely to emerge when direct comparisons of 
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in-- and outgroup are made (Turner et al., 1987), that is when targets from both groups are 

presentedd parallel. A further explanation could be that in this study participants were merely 

askedd to evaluate opinions and targets, without there being any direct personal consequences. 

Thiss means that there is no benefit in social discrimination, nor is there a social cost to be paid 

forr egalitarianism. When evaluations become more important, and when people's choices 

havee actual consequences, such as when participants would have to collaborate with each 

other,, group membership could assume a more important role. 

Perhapss the most important reason for not finding any effects of social group, 

however,, is that the nature of these dependent variables may have been too much geared to 

thee interpersonal evaluations of the other, and too littl e to the social-categorical aspects. It has 

beenn assumed that interpersonal ("me" liking "you") and categorical evaluations ("me" and 

"you""  being part of the same social group) are closely related, if not causally so, with 

categorizationn determining attraction (see Hogg, 1992). However, if we were to assume that 

interpersonall  and social-categorical perceptions can be formed relatively independently of 

eachh other (as has been suggested in recent research on the SIDE model, e.g., Lea et al., 2001; 

Postmess & Spears, 2000a; Sassenberg & Postmes, 2002; Utz, in press) then SIDE would not 

necessarilyy expect that cues would have any more negative effects on interpersonal 

evaluationss of ingroup or outgroup others. In other words, in order to find SIDE effects we 

mayy have to dig a littl e deeper and examine those variables which are more closely related to 

social-categoricall  perceptions and its consequences. 
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GENERALL DISCUSSION 

Thee purpose of this chapter was to investigate the processes that form the premise of many 

modelss on the social effects of mediated communication (especially CMC). The reason for 

examiningg these premises is that although they form the nucleus of many models, they have 

neverr been examined in their own right. More concretely, these models often assume that the 

availabilityy of cues to identity (such as biographical information, portrait pictures, or various 

nonverball  cues) plays a crucial role in determining a medium's social effects (see Chapter I 

andd Hancock & Dunham, 2001, for a detailed discussion). One problem with this premise, 

however,, is that even when it is examined in its own right, research tends to compare CMC 

withh FtF communications, thereby confounding person-related cues with a wide range of 

otherr variables such as concurrency, speed of communication, technical demands, etc. (Rice 

&&  Gattiker, 2001), and the inevitable confound between cues to identity and cues to meaning 

(seee Chapter I). The present studies therefore sought to examine the effects of cues to identity 

inn their own right. 

Studyy 2.1 shows that the anticipated comfort with various forms of communication 

closelyy corresponds to the predictions made by traditional theories of media effects. Cues to 

identityy are seen as important for interactions that involve uncertainty and equivocality. The 

resultss indicated that people feel more comfortable when having to perform complex activities 

whenn they know whom they are interacting with, compared to communicating anonymously. 

Thee cues that were isolated in this study (a visual image of the communication partner) do not 

off  course affect the content of interaction in any direct way, or influence the speed of the 

interaction,, or the possibilities to use body language or express emotions or feelings, all of 

whichh are believed to be important when interacting complex messages (Daft & Lengel, 1986; 

McGrathh & Hollingshead, 1993; Trevino et a!., 1990). It is perhaps for this reason that the 

strongestt effects of these cues in terms of being desirable and enhancing comfortable 

communicationss could be seen on tasks that were socio-emotionally complex. By comparison, 

thee informational complexity did not matter nearly as much for the anticipated benefit of the 

availabilityy of cues to identity. 

Thesee findings were followed up in Study 2.2, which examined the effects of such 

cuess to identity after an actual (although suitably brief and minimal) encounter with a 

communicationn partner. The results showed that even when cues to identity were as minimal 

ass a few biographical details or a small portrait picture, this had a drastic impact on the sub-



46 46 CuesCues to /dentin' in CMC 

jectivee quality of impressions that people formed of each other. More precisely, having such 

cuess gives people a quite strong sense that they know who they are interacting with, despite 

thee fact that objectively their knowledge of the person is scant. 

Thus,, cues to identity help to individuate a person, thereby reducing the ambiguity of 

thee impression. This finding supports the assumptions embedded in theories of media effects 

suchh as Social Presence (Rutter, 1987; Short et al., 1976), Reduced Social Cues (Kiesler et al., 

1984;; Sproull & Kiesler, 1991), as well as more recent perspectives such as the SIDE model 

(Postmess et al., 1998; Reicher et al., 1995; Spears & Lea, 1992). In addition to a reduction of 

ambiguity,, the presence of social cues also leads to a more positive impression. This suggests 

thatt depersonalized forms of communication may lead to psychological distance (Rutter, 

1987),, which in turn may affect the positivity of the formed impression. 

Itt should be stressed that in these studies I investigated only initial encounters, in other 

words,, people's first impressions of the targets were examined. The effects of media capacity 

aree potentially different when people have pre-existing relationships. It is also likely that in 

ongoingg interaction, people overcome the capacity limitations by textual or linguistic 

behaviorss by which they could achieve more "personal" relationships over time (as suggested 

byy Walther et al., 1994). This would mean that, when given sufficient time, a (computer-

mediated)) relationship could develop into a relationship as personal and intimate as a face-to-

facee relationship would be. This may well be the case but it should be kept in mind that the 

initiall  purpose of this research was to examine the effects of cues to identity per se, that is, 

preciselyy without the additional effects of a variety of "other" conditions such as ongoing 

interactions,, familiarity, or strong expectations about the interaction. 

Inn sum, providing people with cues to identity, both physical (in the form of a portrait 

picture)) and non-physical (by means of biographical information) has a seemingly 

straightforwardd impact on how people perceive the usability and effectiveness of media. The 

reasonn for this is that cues to identity are responsible for seeing others as individuals in less 

ambiguouss and more positive terms. 


