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INTRODUCTION

....................................................................................................................................................................................

SOCIAL science research and theory on computer-mediated communication (CMOQ),
including the Arpanet and Bitnet, began in the early 1970s (Hiltz and Turoff 1978;
Johansen et al. 1974; Rice 198043, 1980b, 1992; among others). Social science articles spe-
cifically referring to the Internet first appeared in the early 1990s, and to the World Wide
Web, in the early 2000s. Coverage of the Internet and the Web appeared earlier in
technical, business, and popular publications (Rice 1984), but we consider only social
science, communication-related academic journal articles here.

The first social science articles that used the word “Internet” in their titles and
abstracts were about its history (Perry et al. 1988), NSENET (Catlett 1989), library net-
works (Lynch 1989), and online security (Ryland 1989). The first appearances of “world
wide web” in article titles considered use at work (Cheung et al. 2000), research infor-
mation sharing (McCain 2000), and online representations of the Philippine diaspora
(Tyner and Kuhlke 2000). Early articles with this term in the abstract analyzed citizen
networks (Deibert 2000), privacy (Miller and Weckert 2000), and social isolation
(Franzen 2000).

Growth in coverage of these topics in social science journals continued through about
2004, with slight increases since then, and a rise of articles with terms referring to more
specific Internet and Web 2.0 media (Table 17.1). Similar searches for the terms “Internet”
or “World Wide Web” during 2010 found them in 22,343 entries in the Web of Science
for Social Sciences (which includes information science and computer science; 2,208
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were in the Communication subject area), and in 51,900 entries for Arts, Humanities,
and Social Sciences (not separable) in Google Scholar (as of April 25, 2011).

This chapter describes the major theoretical/conceptual approaches to studying social
aspects of the Internet during the period 2000-09, identifying the main theories, more
general theoretical themes, and global theoretical themes, as well as meta-theoretical
approaches, in 315 articles. The next section briefly summarizes the methodology. Then
each global theme and its associated primary themes, as well as the theoretical frame-
works, are described, and illustrated with representative articles.

....................................................................................................................................................................................

We searched the Social Science collection noted in Table 17.1, with (“Internet” or “World
Wide Web”) aAND (“communication” and “theory”). We then searched all the
International Communication Association (ICA) journals from the ICA website, from
2000 t0 2009; all National Communication Association journals online; and New Media
& Society and Information, Communication & Society (2000-09); and downloaded the
full-text version where available. Finally, we added a few relevant reviews or meta-theo-
retical integrations from other journals within this period, resulting in an initial set of
around 400 entries.

We used an inductive, consensual form of content analysis similar to the grounded
theory method of inquiry (Charmaz 2006; Glaser 2004; Strauss and Corbin 1998), thus
not using any pre-existing typology. Articles were initially coded for reference, abstract,
primary theory, secondary theory(ies) and article type. Type 1 articles were “meta;” that
is at the theory level only, while Type 2 articles were “analyses,” involving some kind of
test or evaluation. All articles were coded for theories and themes, but the Type 1 articles
were analyzed separately to see ways in which theories/concepts were treated. After
multiple passes through the materials and codes, then we coded the final set of about 75
entries, following the same set of procedures, looking for additional primary theories,
themes and possible global themes, recategorizing prior codes where appropriate, and
then revising the themes and global themes. Our final sample consisted of 315 articles,
from 46 journals.

GLOBAL AND PRIMARY THEMES (315 ARTICLES)

....................................................................................................................................................................................

The following sections provide brief operationalizations for, and summarize each of,
the twenty-seven themes within the six global themes, along with example primary
theories (except the named theme theory itself), and brief examples from two articles
each, illustrating as much as possible the range of primary theories, concepts, and
contexts.
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Global theme: media attributes (35)

Theme: Interactivity (12). Contexts of interactivity range from initial interpersonal
interactions to the adaptation of new immigrants. Example primary theories in these
articles include cultural variety, customization, discourse theory, interactivity model for
initial interactions, and tailoring. One thread in these articles is the development, expli-
cation, or critique of interactivity typologies and dimensions (Downes and McMillan
2000). Another approach is to contextualize the implications of Internet interactivity,
such as how teenage immigrants from the former Soviet Union to Israel, facing chal-
lenges of adaptation and loneliness, use the Internet to maintain a social support system
of friends and family (Elias and Lemish 2009).

Theme: Media Attributes (23). Studies of media attributes range from multimodal
communication to web design features (including design, genre, history, media ecology,
or website features analysis; often linked to effects). Media attributes include character-
istics and affordances such as media richness or website features, as well as more com-
parative media ecology approaches, and historical and genre approaches. Example
primary theories include extended parallel processing model, information and commu-
nication technology (ICT) succession theory, media genres, real-virtual dichotomy,
social construction of technology, social presence theory, and theory of channel
complementarity.

One of the central debates in the literature concerns both the types of media attributes
associated with the Internet, and how the Internet complements, substitutes for, or pro-
vides new channels and media genres. For example, a more historical approach finds
Internet genres already existing in traditional media, adapted genres to incorporate
linking and interactivity, and new genres developed to meet audience members’ unique
communication needs (Crowston and Williams 2000). The channel substitution
approach is illustrated by Ledbetter (2008), who focuses on which channels tend to be
used in association with others in best friend pairs, showing that postal mail use declined
between 1987 and 2002, gradually replaced by email; telephone contact was a particu-
larly important predictor of closeness, while face-to-face was a less stable indicator.
These results were explained by two primary attributes—efficiency and convenience.

Global theme: media implications/use
and understanding (75)

Theme: Credibility/ Trust (5). Because an Internet source may be anonymous, temporary,
or masked behind many levels, yet provide highly consequential information, issues of
credibility and trust are a central concern of researchers, users, and policy-makers.
These studies focus on message, source/sponsor, and medium credibility, as well as fac-
tors influencing perceptions of trust. Example primary theories in these articles include
trust theory and cybertrust.
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Media uses and perceptions of credibility and trust may vary depending on the genre
and content of a website. For example, Flanagin and Metzger (2007) found that news
websites were perceived as most credible, and personal websites were found to be least
credible for message, site, and sponsor credibility, while e-commerce and special-interest
websites were rated between these. The credibility assessments appeared to be due to
web attributes, rather than to familiarity with sponsors. Perceived Internet credibility
and trust also depend on traditional source characteristics such as gender; male blog-
gers (a website “characteristic”) were perceived in one study to be more credible than
female bloggers (Armstrong and McAdams 2009).

Theme: Diffusion of Innovations (12). Diffusion of innovation studies range from indi-
vidual adoption of technology, to cross-cultural comparisons of ICT adoption, and to
the role of the Internet in communicating innovations (Rice 2009). Example primary
theories include actor-network theory, digital divide, mediamorphosis, network
analysis, peer influence, radical/disruptive vs incremental innovations, social shaping of
technology, and technology acceptance model.

This research applies a wide range of theories to help explain Internet adoption, diffu-
sion, or rejection. For example, White and Scheb’s (2000) study supports the concept of
third-person perception, indicating that people believe general Internet use is higher
than it is, fostering a sense of Internet anxiety. With world-wide adoption of the Internet,
cross-cultural and macro-level analyses are increasing. Countries with higher levels of
ICT adoption are associated with greater GDP, size of service sector, education, and gov-
ernmental effectiveness (Billon et al. 2009). In developing countries adoption is posi-
tively associated with population age and urban population, and negatively associated
with Internet costs.

Theme: Media Effects (19). Contexts of individual or psychological media effects (not
explicitly represented by another theme) range from persuasive campaigns to organiza-
tional website design features, here emphasizing Internet-use outcomes. Example pri-
mary theories include agenda-setting, attribution theory, computers as social actors
paradigm, flow, heuristic-systematic model, knowledge gap, social identification/de-
individuation model, social information processing theory, and social presence.

Online group interaction can be studied or designed as an influence on attitudes
about campaigns. David and colleagues (2006) report that interactants developed more
pro-marijuana attitudes and subjective normative beliefs than those who viewed the ad
only. Rather than outcomes, as in Diffusion of Innovation studies, adoption and usage
are analyzed for their effect, such as on tolerance and diversity of opinions. For example,
users are somewhat more tolerant, but there are differences across tolerance issues
(racial, family, sexual, and political), according to Robinson and Martin’s (2009) analy-
sis of four General Social Surveys.

Theme: Media Use/Adaptation (12). Articles on media use continue a long tradition of
identifying influences on particular media use (as an outcome variable), or comparing
channel substitution/displacement/complementarity when additional media become
available (as an explanatory variable). Articles specifically mentioning changes in
sociality, or uses and gratifications theory, are included in those separate themes.
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Example primary theories include actor-network theory, domestication theory, media
substitution, social capital, social information processing theory, socio-technical per-
spective, and technological convergence.

An example of a more interpersonal approach to Internet use as an explanatory
variable examines how parenting styles (authoritarian, authoritative, permissive, and
uninvolved) and access to the Internet influenced mediation techniques (factual, evalu-
ative, and restrictive) (Eastin et al. 2006). Focusing on usage as a dependent variable,
Wilson and Tan (2005) apply ludenic newsreading theory and phenomenological analy-
sis to assess how several Asian audiences engage with news websites as play, declarations
of identity, consumption, navigation, and labor.

Theme: Possibly Harmful Internet Use (16). Possibly harmful Internet use consists of
behaviors that violate norms, beliefs, or behaviors of a particular social group, including the
specific “problematic Internet use” concept. This use and its implications have been an ongo-
ing debate and concern. Contexts of possibly harmful Internet use range from individual
addiction to inappropriate workplace behaviors. Example primary theories include addic-
tion, interruption management, locus of control, moral panic, and third-person effect.

In the context of Internet pornography, Lee and Tamborini (2005) examine the influ-
ence of individualism-collectivism on the third-person effect. US-based participants
perceived that the negative effects of pornography were greater on others than on them-
selves, and this perception was associated with greater support for Internet censorship,
while collectivism diminished this third-person perception. Counter to the typical con-
cerns about negative and harmful uses, Holmes (2009) questions the extent of young
people’s risks from Internet use (such as sharing personal information), instead empha-
sizing young people’s competencies and the benefits of Internet use.

Theme: Uses and Gratifications (10). Certainly uses and gratifications theory has been
increasingly applied to understand both motivations for, and gratifications from, using
the Internet. Example primary theories associated with the Uses and Gratifications
approach (U&G) include interactivity, social cognitive theory, socialization theory, and
spiral of silence.

Many of these studies apply or extend traditional motivations or dimensions, such as
Yang’s (2000) study of Taiwanese academic gays’ use of Internet for online news reading
(and perceptions of its impartiality). The most influential motivations were social inter-
action and information, though they varied by the nature of Internet use. Other articles
extend U&G theory by describing new motivations or analyzing Internet usage as a way
to test more integrated models. For example, LaRose and Eastin (2004) integrated U&G
with social cognitive theory to develop and test a strongly predictive model of “media
attendance,” moderated by Internet self-efficacy.

Global theme: participation (53)

Theme: Civic Engagement (19). Articles in this theme are concerned with democrat-
ization, interactions with government, voluntary organizations, non-governmental
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organizations, collective action, non-profits, social movements, religious groups, and
participative online learning or collaboration. Example primary theories in these articles
include civic engagement, collective action theory, democratic theory (deliberative
democracy, liberal pluralism, radical participatory democracy), digital divide, partici-
pation, political engagement, public sphere, and theory of communicative action.

A central debate is whether the Internet may reinvigorate civic engagement through
increased access to information and activities. Internet use directly affects political
information, but indirectly affects civic engagement, due to the wider range of needs
gratified through the Internet, increasing the contingent and contextual nature of
Internet use (Xenos and Moy 2007). Politics is not the only form of civic engagement.
Ho et al. (2008) examine factors influencing religious engagement online by Muslim
web users in Singapore. Muslim web users tended to partake in online activities more
for personal religious reasons than those related to institutional religion. Additionally,
Internet self-efficacy, perceived social pressure, and religiosity were positively associ-
ated, and age negatively, with online religious activity.

Theme: Participatory Media/Users (4). The Internet has vastly increased the
possibilities for formerly passive audiences to engage in creating content, “news,” and
fandom. Example primary theories associated with these studies include critical theory,
cultural production, field theory, and participatory fandom.

One crucial issue is the extent to which Internet use can augment or even replace tra-
ditional news. For example, the coverage of the 2005 riots in France fostered much dis-
course about the nature and boundaries of news, journalists, and audience (Russell
2007). The nature and principles of participatory media are themselves up to debate.
Indeed, Van Dijck and Nieborg (2009) critique the rhetorical strategies of Web 2.0
manifestos about collaborative culture and co-creation, showing problems with assign-
ing equal creativity and motivations for use among users, capitalizing on relationships
and social behavior of people clicking on sites, and the location of public collectivism
within commodity culture.

Theme: Political Participation (8). Contexts of participation include democratization,
voting, political engagement and awareness, and political action, such as online protests.
Example primary theories include communicative action, political engagement, and
social movement.

This research focuses on the Internets role in increasing political participation.
Some apply a broad, macro approach, such as Calenda and Meijer’s (2009) analysis of
relationships between Internet use, and offline and online political participation
among young people in Spain, The Netherlands, and Italy, which provides evidence
for both techno-deterministic versus social deterministic perspectives. Quite differ-
ent approaches include micro-investigations of online political discussions, such as
the influence of language style and source expertise (and other status cues) on percep-
tions of online discussants and their intentions to participate in political discussion
(Tan et al. 2007).

Theme: Public Sphere (22). Concerns about the role of Internet in the public sphere-
deliberative democracy, online political discussions, differential gains, journalism,
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voice, and selective exposure to political discourse—have become frequent topics of
Internet Studies. Example primary theories include agonistic public space, civic engage-
ment, deliberative democracy, differential gains, elaboration likelihood model,
networked journalism, preferential attachment, and selective exposure.

One position is that Internet activities such as blogging foster a Habermasian public
sphere. Opponents of this proposition, such as Cammaerts (2008), note that blogs do
not provide a space where all participation is equal, and they politicize the private, due
to four factors: colonization by the market; censorship by states, organizations, and
industries (structural level); social control by citizens; and antidemocratic voices (indi-
vidual level). As an empirical example of this critique, one state’s e-democracy initiative
to develop critical online public discourse used multiple channels, management
approaches, and geographically bounded issues to overcome some barriers; however, it
still has failed to compete with commercial sites, common-interest online communities,
and liberal individualist political practices (Dahlberg 2001).

Global theme: social relations (89)

Theme: Community (25). Contexts of community range from virtual communities to
cybercafés where users have Internet access, social movements, and online support.
Example primary theories in these articles include collective identity, critical feminist
perspective, exchange network theory, communicative action, hyperpersonal perspec-
tive, social networks, social support, and symbolic interactionism.

Two central issues in this research are the ways in which physically located communities
differ or are similar to online communities, and how new media affect physical communities
and shape online ones (Katz et al. 2004). Online spaces can provide virtual communities and
even refuge to many groups, such as right-wing extremists bound by social rejection, stigma-
tization, and fatalism (De Koster and Houtman 2008).

Theme: Groups (12). Considerations of the group or team theme range from argument
and decision-making to group identification in virtual teams. Example primary theories
include adaptive structuration theory, attribution theory, channel use and online rela-
tionships in virtual teams, conflict resolution, and normative social influence.

Social identity and deindividuation (SIDE) theory appears in a number of the decade’s
Internet articles, and is especially salient in the group context. Consistent with SIDE the-
ory, Lee (2004) found that when group identity was salient, uniform visual representa-
tion of participants triggered depersonalization and led to conformity, but when personal
identity was salient, uniform virtual appearance reduced conformity. However, not all
studies support this group identity influence. In a study of groups using Internet Relay
Chat (Wang et al. 2009), confederates behaving likably were rated more attractive than
those behaving dislikably irrespective of in- or out-group membership, and interpersonal
dynamics provided stronger effects than intergroup dynamics.

Theme: Identity (19). Creating, testing, and commuhnicating individual and group
identity is especially salient because of users’ ability to manage text, shift membership,
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mask or highlight their name or location, and interact with diverse others. Contexts
of identity in these articles range from multimodal interpersonal communication
to identity construction on weblogs, focusing on race, ethnicity, gender, sexual
orientation, and community. Example primary theories include anonymity, avatars,
critical race and culture theory, cultural identity, dialogical self theory, digital
divide, discursive psychology, fandom, identity work, online trust, and symbolic
interactionism.

Critical technocultural discourse analysis and racial formation theory enabled Brock
(2009) to reveal four elements of construction of racial identity—cultural, Internet, eco-
logical, and social—in blogs, websites, and their web-enabled audiences. Using a
Foucauldian approach to examine the significance of texts in an electronic discussion
group, and also what marginal groups do with the text and the Internet, Hung (2002)
concluded that Hong Kong Chinese are not able to evade the power of dominant dis-
courses, but are able to confirm their own specific identity.

Theme: Media Use and Sociality (9). The primary focus here is on whether, to what
extent, and how, differences in Internet use are related to or affect changes in interaction,
sociality, and connectedness (but without applying network analysis). Example primary
theories include expectancy violations theory, hyperpersonal perspective, perpetual
contact, relational quality, social control, social information processing theory, and
social penetration theory.

At the interpersonal level, Birnie and Horvath (2002) apply computer-mediated
social communication research, social network theory, social motives, and U&G to
assess relationships between offline and Internet social communication, showing that
online social communication is an extension of traditional social communication.
Because sociality is shaped by, and an expression of, community, cultural, and national
differences, such relationships between online and offline communication need to be
compared cross-nationally. For example, while Internet use was positively associated
with both offline civic engagement and interpersonal involvement, there were differ-
ences in strengths and socio-demographic influences across the four European countries/
societies studied by Risdnen and Kouvo (2007).

Theme: Relational Management (4). The Internet has provided new venues for man-
aging, as well as affecting, personal and family relations, including relational develop-
ment, conflict and support, quality and outcomes, and self-disclosure.

Because the Internet (and associated devices) represents new household, family,
and individual resources, new opportunities for identity management and external
communication, and increased opportunities for covert or personal use and relation-
ships, issues of relational management seem ripe for analysis. Applying family devel-
opment and human ecology theory to investigate family conflicts associated with
managing children’s Internet use and possible negative consequences, Mesch (2006)
found that such conflicts varied by the family development life-cycle. Relational main-
tenance strategy and equity theory provide frameworks to understand how college
students maintain their face-to-face relationships through online communication
(Johnson et al. 2008).
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Theme: Social Capital (8). One argument about online communication is that it
increases one’s social capital, leading to both individual and collective benefits, by gen-
erating and maintaining access to more diverse resources and bridging and bonding
relationships to others. Example primary theories include interpersonal trust, political
participation, social resource motivation, and time displacement.

During and after Hurricane Katrina, Internet users within geographic locales were
able to activate weak ties in their social networks, reduce uncertainty, and, especially for
wormen, share expressive communication (Procopio and Procopio 2007). Some doubts
about the advantages of the Internet for developing and applying social capital may be
due to confounding informational uses of the Internet (and other media) versus social-
recreational uses. The first tends to be positively related to social capital and the second
negatively related, and for the youngest adult Americans, Internet use for information
exchange had greater positive effects on social capital than did traditional print and
broadcast news media (Shah et al. 2001).

Theme: Social Networks, Network Analysis (13). Individuals, institutions, and societies
are embedded in social networks. The Internet, a network of networks, is one of the
bases for the network society (Castells 2009), and thus presents a pervasive context for
studying social networks, as a source of network data, and as a networking medium.
Example primary theories include channel replacement, glocalized networks, network
theory, collective identity and norms, and social support.

Developments include the application of network theory and methods for the study
of hyperlink relationships among websites and blogs, and testing theories about online
and offline social relationship patterns. For example, Caiani and Wagemann (2009)
compare the hyperlink network structures of German and Italian extreme right organi-
zations, complementing those analyses with detailed case studies of the organizations’
offline characteristics, based on political opportunity structures and dominant societal
discourses. And Haythornthwaite’s (2005) synthesis of her research on online academic
communities and distance education users combines measures of media use, network
ties, and individual characteristics. Communicating pairs with stronger ties used more
media to interact with each other, different tiers of media use supported social networks
of different ties’ strengths, and a new medium can develop latent tie connectivity that
provides the means for activating weak ties.

Global theme: societal (47)

Theme: Boundary Crossing (7). Resonating with the concept of the Internet as both inter-
connected networks and foundation to the network society, several articles considered
the role of the Internet in fostering or representing shifting and intersecting boundaries,
in relation both to fundamental societal forces (economic, historical, political, and reli-
gious) as well as conceptual (time, space, and place). Example primary theories in these
articles include liminality, metaphor, pragmatism, technological sublime, third place,
and time.
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Early Internet literature did not take into consideration the historical development of
technology, the broader technological context, and the world of politics, economics,
religion, and culture, which would reveal that new technology “overcomes many bound-
aries (of space and time, politics and economics), [but] other social borders may be cre-
ated at the same time” (Carey 2005: 443). One of the broadest examples of boundary
crossing is Gotved’s (2006) visual matrix describing the embeddedness of cyber social
reality in technology, time, and space.

Theme: Cultural Differences (3). Research in this theme emphasized cultural contexts
of Internet use and effects. Example primary theories include apology, collectivism, and
individualism.

The content and design of websites reflect, and are interpreted based on, cultural dif-
ferences. Attitudes of American and Chinese Internet users toward web design reflect
cultural backgrounds (Gevorgyan and Manucharova 2009). Thus cultural customization
would be effective when users have strong ethnic identities. South Korea and the United
States websites contain collectivist and individualist content and features (Kim et al.
2009). For example, South Korean websites were more likely to display polychromic
time-management tendencies and preferences for high-context communication.

Theme: Digital Divide (16). Differences in access to, use, evaluation of, and benefits
from the Internet—based on demographic and related variables—has been a funda-
mental research, social, and policy issue (Katz and Rice 2002). Contexts of digital divide
research range from differential use of the Internet to differential adoption of specific
types of websites. Example primary theories include disability divide, internet self-
efficacy, network society, and theory of optimal slack.

Influences on such divides are not only individual and infrastructural, but also geo-
graphic and social. For example, usage patterns of individuals who live in more ethnically
isolated regions more closely resemble usage patterns of their ethnic group (Agarwal et al.
2009). However, in spite of the deep and enduring digital divides within and across socie-
ties and nations, the Internet may also serve as a source of empowerment for individuals
at the margins of society, including low-income families, sexual minorities, and African-
American women (Mehra et al. 2004).

Theme: Political Economy/Policy (13). These articles take a more macro look at social
and global implications of ICTs, the social shaping of technology, critical analyses of
new media industries, public goods, and policy issues. Example primary theories
include critical internet theory, digital divide, framing theory, knowledge society, public
goods theory, and social shaping of technology.

The history of and influences on the Internet are often underestimated or narrowly
defined. Simpson (2004) attempts to overcome this by explaining its evolution from a
government research network to an electronic marketplace, applying neo-Gramscian
concepts of consensus, hegemony, concessions, and international marketplace. A much
more specific context for understanding these forces is early (and ongoing) tensions
between blog news and traditional print and television news. McCoy (2001) applies the
theory of news repair to explain the tensions, arguing that media “confluence” is a better
term than “convergence.”
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Theme: Privacy (8). Privacy research here consists of concerns about protection of
users’ personal online data and identity. Contexts of online privacy range from social
networks to trust. Example primary theories include communication privacy manage-
ment, institutional trust, social exchange theory, and sociology of risk.

Consistent with communication privacy management theory, Metzger’s (2007)
analysis of privacy in an e-commerce relationship describes how online consumers form
rules to decide when to reveal personal information. Extending this concern to a cul-
tural relativism perspective, Cho and colleagues (2009) show that the ways in which
individuals perceive and respond to online privacy issues are related to micro- and
macro-level variables (i.e. age, gender, education, Internet experience, nationality, and
cultural values).

Global theme: theory framework (referring to a specific
theory) (16)

Theme: Critigues (7). One role of theoretical articles is to critique prior work to clarify
differences and similarities among underlying concepts, and identify weaknesses or
challenge assumptions, in order to revise and extend theories, and recommend future
research agendas. This category included critiques, conceptual distinctions, recom-
mendations, and research agendas. Example primary theories in these articles
include disciplinarity, domestication theory, social capital, social identification/
deindividuation model, social information processing, and technology clusters.
Recommendations for extending the scope of research include more high-quality
descriptive research to identify boundary conditions, highlight overlooked phenom-
ena, attend to the global and international, move away from text-based to multi-
media conceptualizations of CMC, and foster an ongoing mutual exchange of ideas.
A second set emphasizes methodological approaches, such as to understand mixed-,
multi-, and switched- modes, and use multiple lenses to guide research (such as use
context, technology clusters, insights from prior technologies, multimedia aspects of
new media, and boundary conditions to different theories about CMC). A third set
centers on use and effects: consider the ongoing adaptation of technologies, pay more
attention to public discourse about these new media, and distinguish short-term
from long-term effects (Baym 2005; Parks 2009; Sawhney 2007; Scott 2009; Soukup
2000; Walther 2009).

Theme: Integrated or New Theoretical Models (2). Given the range of overlapping
applicable theories, and new contexts and relationships associated with the Internet,
more research should expand, revise, or integrate prior theories, and/or generate new
theoretical perspectives. Example primary theories include infrastructure versus media
attributes and theory of digital communication. Scolari (2009) developed a wide-
ranging and integrative theoretical framework for studying digital media, emphasizing
both continuities and discontinuities with prior theories, such as mass communication,
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cultural studies, political economy, social construction of technology, cybercultures,
CMC, semiotics, hypertext, and others.

Theme: Reviews (7). These articles provided reviews, categorizations, and the-
oretical typologies for coding, to make the wide range of relevant research and the-
ories more accessible, interpretable, and usable. Example primary theories include
access and equity, development model of communication research, globalization,
media attributes, network theory, privacy, social networks, and technological
determinism. For example, Kim and Weaver (2002) group their extensive coding
of research focus, developmental phases of research agenda, research method, and
theoretical application within four stages of communication research develop-
ment: 1) issues of the Internet itself, 2) uses and users, 3) effects, and 4) improve-
ments of the Internet. Lievrouw et al. (2001) review ICT research on technology as
artifacts/devices, and communication activities/practices, bringing to bear the
social arrangements and organizations forming around those artifacts and
practices.

Change in global theme focus

Given the recent rise of Web 2.0 technologies and related studies, possible changes
in online social practices facilitated by these new media, the increase in Internet
Studies overall, and the ongoing development of theoretical approaches, the focus
of the global themes may have shifted from 2000 to 2009. We compared the articles
published in the first half of the period (2000-04) to those in the second half
period of the sample (2005-09). The total number of articles nearly doubled (from
115 to 200). As a percent of each of those totals, focus on participation themes dou-
bled (from 10.4 percent to 20.5 percent), there was some decline in concern
with social relations (32.2 percent to 26.0 percent) and media attributes themes
(14.8 percent to 9.0 percent), but the other three themes (media implications/use
and understanding, societal, and general theory framework) remained about the
same. However, the overall chi-square (two periods, six themes) was not signifi-
cant (8.0, p=.15).

META-THEORY FRAMEWORKS (49)

....................................................................................................................................................................................

Stepping back from the specific theories and themes, what were the major ways in which
the “meta” articles treated these? A second coding included the above Theory
Frameworks, which either did not deal with specific theories, or ranged widely over the-
ories and concepts, as well as theory-specific articles that also used a Theory Framework.
The same three primary themes and their operationalizations apply: Critiques,
Integrated and New Theoretical Models, and Reviews.
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Theme: critiques (20)

Richards (2000) critiques conceptualizations of hypermedia in developing an integrated
model of electronic literacy, while Boyd (2003) uses a rhetorical lens to distinguish com-
ponents of online trust. While many articles analyze influences and consequences of vari-
ous forms of the digital divide, Gunkel (2003) critiques the terminology of the concept
itself, questioning the presumed dichotomy and assumed technological determinism.
7hao and Elesh (2008), applying Goffman’s and Giddens's theories of human interaction,
tease out the contrasting dimensions and implications of co-presence versus co-location.
Baym (2005) and Waskul (2005) argue for an increased focus on the intersection and bor-
ders of the Internet with other social, cultural, and social-psychological venues, includ-
ing power. Mansell (2004) highlights the need to couch Internet theory and research ina
political economy perspective of analyzing structural and processual power. Ruggiero
(2000) makes a forceful argument for the appropriateness of a U&G approach to study-
ing each new medium, and the need to integrate concepts such as interactivity, demassifi-
cation, hypertextuality, and asynchroneity. Other primary theories in these articles
include democratization, disciplinarity, domestication theory, electronic literacy, global
civil society, liminality, possibly harmful Internet use, pragmatism, public sphere, social
capital, social identification/deindividuation model, social information processing, tech-
nological sublime, technology clusters, trust theory, and ubiquitous connectivity.

Theme: integrated and new theoretical models (14)

Ramirez et al. (2002) focused on social information seeking in computer-mediated com-
munication, integrating and extending the social identity model of deindividuation effects
theory, social information processing theory, and hyperpersonal theory, including factors
influencing the selection of particular strategies. Elmer (2003) critiqued recent attempts to
outline a panoptic theory of surveillance, and developed one that questions the links
among consumer, sales, distribution, and production data. Bimber et al. (2005) reconcep-
tualize collective-action theory, arguing that collective action is a set of communication
processes involving the crossing of boundaries between public and private life, both facili-
tated and challenged by the new media environment. Other primary theories/concepts
considered in this category included critical Internet theory, diagrammatic theory of sur-
veillance, discursive space, hyperpersonal perspective, interactional—new literacies, pos-
sibly harmful Internet use, social information processing theory, social networks, time,
transformative democracy, and voice.

Theme: reviews (15)

Rice and Hagen (2010) synthesize research on social connectivity and social control of
teenagers and college students’ use of the Internet and mobile phones. Laguerre (2004)
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proposes ways in which the Internet has changed our notions of time, employing
concepts such as virtual time, the cyberweek, temporal boundaries, time fragmentation,
and the behavioral decoupling of time zones, while Youngs (2001) reviews how gender
and time are associated with ICTs. Other areas included in these reviews are access and
equity, democratization, diffusion of innovations, digital divide, effects on language and
communication, globalization, group dynamics, media attributes, mediamorphosis,
metaphor, network theory, perpetual contact, privacy, public sphere, social context,
social control, social structures and norms, social support, and technological
determinism.

RELATIONS AMONG THE PRIMARY
AND GLOBAL THEMES

....................................................................................................................................................................................

Because of the interrelatedness of many theories, the applicability of multiple theories to
any particular Internet issue, and the inherent interpretative nature of the coding pro-
cess, articles in many of these formally mutually exclusive categories could overlap with
other categories and their theories/constructs. So we identified the overall relationships
among the 27 themes, based on the extent to which themes shared global themes, pri-
mary theories, and secondary theories (though only one entry for any particular sec-
ondary theory within a theme)—a total of 1,484 separate entries, representing 573 unique
terms with multiple entries, from the 315 articles. The 573x27 term-by-theme matrix was
converted to a 27x27 theme-by-theme correlation matrix, which was entered into
UCINET multidimensional scaling (MDS) and optimization clustering analyses
(Borgatti et al. 2002).

As Figure 17.1 shows, the MDS locates each theme in a two-dimensional space, which,
because it is not a perfect representation (stress = .23), shows only one particular rotation,
and takes into account cross-theme terms, but does not completely separate all themes
exclusively into their global themes. The best clustering solution did produce the six glo-
bal theme clusters (R = .94, fit = .03) as expected, as each theme has its global theme term
entry for all its articles. The five-cluster solution (R? = .84, fit = .08) included Interactivity
and Media Attributes within the Integrated Theory and New Model cluster.

The theory frameworks of Reviews and Critiques are central to the entire theme net-
work, and primarily associated with global themes of Social Relations and Participation,
again emphasizing the core focus on interaction and involvement, two of the three main
topics of Katz and Rice’s (2002) multi-year study of the Internet. Integrated and New
Models do relate to the Social Relations themes of Community, Social Capital, and Social
Networks, but also to Boundary-Crossing and Political Economy (Societal), Participatory
Media, Civic Engagement and PublicSphere (Participation), and Diffusion of Innovations
and Media Use/Adaptation (Media Implications/Use and Understanding). As the sec-
ond-level clustering showed, Interactivity and Media Attributes are related to Reviews
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FIGURE. 17.1: MDS and cluster analysis of inter-relations among the 27 themes.

Note: Themes with same shapes are in same cluster, and size of Themes is proportional to the
number of articles coded for that theme. Links are proportional to strength of correlations be-
tween Themes; thus, thin links are low correlations across global themes.

Note: BC: Boundary Crossing; CD: Cultural Differences; CE: Civic Engagement; CO: Commu-
nity; CR: Critiques; CT: Credibility/Trust; DD: Digital Divide; DI: Diffusion Innovations; GR:
Groups; ID: Identity; IM: Integrated and New Models; IN: Interactivity; MA: Media Attributes;
ME: Media Effects; MS: Media Use/Sociality; MU: Media Use/Adaptation; PE: Political Econo-
my/Policy; PH: Possibly Harmful Internet Use; PM: Participatory Media Users; PP: Political
Participation; PR: Privacy; PS: Public Sphere; RE: Reviews; RM: Relational Management; SC:
Social Capital; SN: Social Networks; UG: Uses and Gratifications

and Critiques, but also somewhat strongly to U&G, and then weakly (but usually jointly)
to a variety of themes, such as Media Effects, Groups, and Relational Management.
Themes in the Societal and Participation global themes are somewhat interrelated, pri-
marily through Political Economy/Policy, Political Participation, and Cultural
Differences. The Societal topic of Digital Divide, and the Media Implications/Use and
Understanding topic of Media Use/ Adaptation, are sort of ambassadors, or liaisons, to
the Participation and Social Relations global themes.

The decade’s communication articles on the Internet can be summarily described as
consisting of two dimensions (with the most distinct example primary theories):
interpersonal (right side: equity theory, family development theory and human ecology
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theory, relational dialectics) versus media effects (left side: actor-network theory, cultural
production, participatory fandom, peer influence, technology acceptance model, ver-
nacular web), and societal (top: apology, collectivism and individualism, communica-
tive action, democratization, political participation and engagement, social movement)
versus media attributes (bottom: media richness, schema theory, social construction of
technology, structural isomorphism, tailoring). More parsimoniously, the bottom left
diagonal of the space emphasizes media (use and attributes) while the top right diagonal
emphasizes people (individual and societal relationships).

LIMITATIONS

....................................................................................................................................................................................

Clearly, even the range of communication-related journals used here will not include
examples of some kinds of communication-related theories and approaches about the
Internet that are emphasized in other Communication journals (e.g. see the list by
Levine 2010; Tomasello et al. 2010; the ISI Journal Citation Reports; or the Web of
Social Science). Other journals, such as Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social
Networking, are prominent sources of Internet articles, but were not included here
because of their inaccessibility via library databases, and infrequent appearance in the
general online search.

To provide some way to bound the extensive range of possible materials, this study
does not consider books or book chapters. This, of course, also overlooks much central
communication theory-related work, and both more specialist and more cultural and
sociological topics; for book reviews on new media, see issues of Information,
Communication & Society and New Media & Society, and the Resource Center for
Cyberculture Studies (http:// rccs.usfca.edu).

Nonetheless, we find some of the same major themes as other studies. As Lievrouw
et al. (2001) concluded from their review, even a decade ago “network formations” was
one of the three primary dimensions of communication and technology research.
Also, Kim and Weaver (2002) noted that U&G, democratic theory, diffusion/adop-
tion, and interactivity were among the most common theoretical perspectives in
Communication journals from 1996 through 2000, similar to some of the most fre-
quent theory themes in our analyses (they used the same search terms of “internet”
and “World Wide Web” in the Communication Abstracts database). Peng et al. (2012)
used text-mining tools to analyze 27,000 articles in Social Sciences Citation Index
(SSCI) and arts and humanities citation index (A&HCI) journals from 2000 to 2009,
finding four primary (global) themes, each with subthemes: e-healthcare (generic
applications, specific behaviors), e-business (acceptance studies, management, mar-
keting), social issues (social interactions, law/policy, communication), and human-
technology interactions (psychological processing, information retrieval/knowledge,
and learning). They also find emphases in the literature on the relationships between
use and behaviors/attitudes/effects, social interaction, and network approaches.
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Communication journals were in the top five most frequent subject categories for
e-healthcare specific behaviors, ebusiness acceptance studies, and all three of the
social science subthemes. Within the social science articles, example “hot topics”
included some of the main themes identified in our study: online/virtual community,
social capital, social community, social identity, political participation, digital divide,
privacy, and communication use/behaviors.

Of course, the nature of the search terms (“Internet,” “World Wide Web”) and filter-
ing via reading the abstracts and articles both focus and constrain the particular sample
of articles. For example, Boler (2007) critically analyzed studies of text-based CMC (esp.
MUDs and MOOs) to assess the hypes and hopes of mediated disembodiment. She did
not use terms such as “Internet” or “World Wide Web” to search for candidate articles to
review (personal communication), and her article itself did not meet the search criteria
for this study. Her study generated several primary themes of our study, such as Identity
or Accessibility, but also different ones, such as Space or Transcendence.

CONCLUSION

....................................................................................................................................................................................

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, areas in communication-related social sci-
ence articles distinct and frequent enough to represent their own theme included inter-
activity, media attributes, credibility, diffusion of innovations, media effects, media use,
possibly harmful Internet use, uses and gratifications, civic engagement, participatory
media/users, political participation, public sphere, channel use and sociality, commu-
nity, groups, identity, relational management, social capital, social networks, cultural
differences, digital divide, political economy/policy, and privacy. Some theoretical areas
seem to be receiving more attention in this past decade, such as possibly harmful
Internet use, civic engagement, public sphere, community, identity, social capital,
political economy/policy, and privacy.

In sorting out approaches to applying theory to Internet phenomena, we can see areas
that have received considerable attention, as well as those that warrant additional atten-
tion. Our review suggests that media attributes, public sphere, and community were the
most popular theory themes. However, we do not suggest that these theory themes are
oversaturated, because there is considerable theoretical breadth within each theme.
Rather, we advocate that scholars balance breadth and depth, as they address topics in
these themes. Based on the theory themes with the fewest instances, our review suggests
opportunities for further theoretical development in the areas of credibility/trust, par-
ticipatory media/users, relational management, and cultural differences. The phenom-
ena in these themes complicate traditional notions of information, audience activity,
relational strategies, and intercultural relations, and further development in these areas
can revise scope conditions of theories, or bring about new theoretical approaches alto-
gether. The general theme of participation received substantially increased coverage
over the years, implying both an increased concern with and understanding of the
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active, more public role of Internet communication, and the increased presence of Web
2.0 interaction and activities.

The global theme typology/clusters, and the visual associations among themes based
on shared terms, provide scholars with a useful tool to identify explicit and latent rela-
tionships among communication-oriented theories and concepts in the study of the
Internet. For any particular study, these relationships can be used to broaden the context
(such as in the literature review, or in model development), help focus the boundaries or
provide the basis for conceptual differentiation, identify possibilities for further integra-
tion and boundary-crossing, locate areas of unexplored conceptual linkages, and pro-
vide guidance for area studies, meta-analyses, and literature reviews.

Perhaps the simplest, but most encouraging, conclusion is that while the early phase
of CMC and Internet research was often criticized as being a-theoretical, an exception-
ally wide range of primary and secondary theories, within more inclusive global
themes, are being applied to understand social and communicative aspects of the
Internet. More centrally, a large set of articles included theory frameworks, whether
critiques, theoretical models, or reviews. As noted in the introduction, there has been
much communication-related theory and many concepts about the Internet to read,
review, critique, distinguish, integrate, and propose in the past decade. There will be
more to come in the next.

....................................................................................................................................................................................

Articles with the listed words in title or in abstract of peer-reviewed journals in English,
retrieved April 18, 2010 (and, for the 2010 entries, April 25, 2011) from relevant databases
in CSA online Social Sciences collection (Communication Abstracts/CA, International
Bibliography of the Social Sciences, PAIS (public affairs, international relations), PAIS
International, PSYCArticles, PSYCInfo, Sociological Abstracts, Worldwide Political
Science Abstracts). There are some duplicates within or across a search result (for
example, an abstract may include both “facebook” and “instant messaging”), and even
some quite specific terms such as “twitter” may have other references (such as the mar-
moset’s or blackbird’s twitter calls), though those were removed. Figures for 2010 are
underestimates, as different journals take different numbers of months to be indexed
and retrievable. Additionally, values in each cell may change in later searches, due to
journals, volumes, or issues being added or deleted from the database. For example, CA
was no longer included in the CAS collection by April 2011, so figures will be lower. We
did run separate searches of the terms using the separate CA database in 2010 (for exam-
ple, finding 119 entries for the title search). However, some journals are likely to be
included in both CA and CAS, and we do not know when CA was dropped from CSA.
So the numbers are not comparable.

The methods for our research, especially important in providing transparency in
qualitative coding, can only be briefly summarized in this chapter. An extended account
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which includes lists of source journals, coded articles, primary theories, and secondary
theories, is available online: <http://www.comm.ucsb.edu/faculty/rrice/RiceFuller Oxford
HandbookInternetTheory2o012Appendix.pdf.>.
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