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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Why They Chat:
Predicting Adoption
and Use of Chat Rooms

David J. Atkin

Leo W. Jeffres
Kimberly Neuendorf
Ryan Lange

Paul Skalski

Emerging online channels are transforming the American media landscape. The
Federal Communications Commission (FCC) even cited the rise of online mo-
dalities, and the competition they provide, as a justification for jettisoning re-
strictions on local TV—newspaper cross-ownership (e.g., Labaton, 2003). Are the
glory days of traditional news media numbered? Will emerging online news de-
livery and discussion modalities replace the Big 3 networks and other “prestige”
media outlets?

As other chapters in this volume detail, the Internet is transforming broadcast
and print news operations. Major news organizations are moving to integrate
Internet services into their operations (e.g., network Web sites). However those
less sanguine about FCC deregulation are quick to point out that, although the
Web is a distributed network, the most popular competing online services are
those operated by traditional media outlets (e.g., Atkin & Lau, 2003).

Given the controversy about whether online news services represent a mean-
ingful alternative to traditional media and the implications of that debate for our
larger democracy, we explore the relative appeal and uses of emerging online
channels. In particular, we profile the users of newsgroup and related chat room
services, focusing on social locators, media use behaviors, and communication
needs associated with these online applications.

This chapter was presented as a paper to the Communication Technology and Policy Division, As-
sociation for Education in Journalism & Mass Communication, Kansas City, MO, July 30-August 2,
2003.
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message—which may generate feedback from others—and even contact story
authors. In that regard, the practice of formulating one’s personal identity online
involves a social dimension (Lin, 2001). Similarly, Walther and Boyd (2002)
maintained that social support provided online by weak-tie networks may, over a
wide range of psychological issues, provide emotional support and personal vali-
dation.

Focusing on audience Web sites, Eighmay (1997) found that their entertain-
ment value—in tandem with audience perception about their use experience—
was involving and relevant. Other work has addressed potential abuses associated
with Internet use, including Web addictions that can intrude on work or home
and change personal, family, and business relationships (e.g., Ebersole, 2000;
Parks & Floyd, 1996). ,

Newsgroups represent another, related Internet service, one that is perhaps

better known under the rubric of bulletin board services (BBSs; e.g., Ogan, 1993).
Scholars (e.g., Atkin, Jeffres, & Neuendorf, 1998; Lin, 1999; Morris & Ogan, 1996;
Papachrissi & Rubin, 2000) advocate the application of uses and gratifications
theory to explore audience adoption of Internet applications, given the similarity
of general audience needs and motivations for media content across the televi-
sion and online media (see Lin, Salwen, & Abdulla, Chapter 9, this volume).
James, Wotring, and Forrest’s (1995) study of electronic bulletin board use iden-
tified informational learning and socialization as the two primary use motives.
Industry research (e.g., T. E. Miller, 1996) underscores the importance of such
user motives as entertainment, surveillance, escape, entertainment, and, of par-
ticular importance for chat rooms, social interaction. To the extent that BBSs can
be regarded as an audiovisual extension of existing Web service features, a user’s
perceived needs (or gratifications) concerning his or her adoption may also be
parallel to those of regular Web content uses. Figure 13.1 represents the relative
location of newsgroup and chat services on a continuum underscoring the hybrid
nature of these emerging “intermass” (Lin, 2002) services.

As Figure 13.1 outlines, the Web offers media programmers as well as audi-
ences distinctive new avenues for news programming. In merging mass as well as
interpersonal functions, emerging online technologies blur the neat theoretical
domains that scholars had built around those traditionally disparate domains.
The question remains, though, as to whether online channels—with their advan-

Interpersonal Mass
Computer Mediated Chat rooms Newsgroups
Nonmediated Conversation Public Address

FIG. 13.1. 4 typology of interpersonal and mediated communication applica-

tions.
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tages in immediacy, capacity, and interactivity—displace or encourage atten-
dance to conventional news media.

MEDIA SUBSTITUTION VERSUS COMPLEMENTARITY

Although media substitution theory posits that new media like the Internet will
compete with established media for audience leisure time, scholars have found
few displacement effects attributable to the Internet (e.g., Lin, 2002). Merging
this perspective with uses and gratifications theory, the dimension of media uses
deemed most important here is that involving functional equivalence, which
states that media modalities may be functionally equivalent in fulfilling audience
needs (e.g., Ferguson & Perse, 2000; LaRose & Atkin, 1991; Reagan, Pinkleton,
Aaronson, & Chen, 1995). Researchers (Kang & Atkin, 1999; Lin, 1999; Reagan et
al., 1995) suggest that the audience makes distinct selections across a multitude of
media channels and content choices. Stempel, Hargrove, and Bernt (2000), for
instance, found a positive relationship between Internet news use and traditional
news consumption. Because audiences seek to maximize viewing choices in the
multichannel environment, including news channels (Heeter & Greenberg, 1985;
Lin, 1994a; Neuendorf, Atkin, & Jeffres, 2001), we posit that news junkies would
make greater use of similarly focused online as well as mass media channels (i.e.,
newspapers and news magazines). More formally:

Hl: Newsgroup use frequency will be positively related to use of other news
media.

Relationships between media could also be negative or orthogonal, as has been
the case with traditional interpersonal and mass media (e.g., Neuendorf, Atkin, &
Jeffres, 2002). Focusing on such interpersonal communication channels as the
telephone (Dimmick, Patterson, & Sikand, 1996), research suggests that instru-
mental (information-oriented) gratifications are the strongest predictors of tele-
communication media uses. Here, as with computer use, gratifications associated
with media adoption are not clustered along gratifications connected with tradi-
tional mass media use (Atkin et al.,, 1998; Lin, 1999, 2001; Perse & Dunn, 1998).
Based on that work, we posit that chat room use would be related to use of inter-
personal channels {e.g., e-mail). More formally:

H2: Chat room use will be positively related to use of interpersonal commu-
nication channels.

Other studies of new media adoption (e.g., Flanagin & Metzger, 2001; LaRose
& Atkin, 1991) find that adoption of emerging entertainment media modalities is
linked with negative attitudes toward competing modalities. Johnson and Kaye
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(2000) found that those with in interest in political affairs make greater use of the
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RQ1: How is use of chat rooms related to use of other media?

INNOVATIVE ATTRIBUTES

Pioneer studies of computer bulletin bo(:ird use sug%’est that adzg::lsa:ggézis
mate the demographic profile of general u.movators, whlcise p:sr o
included younger age and more education (Dutton, Rogers, B , i
ca Harris, & Anderson, 1986). More recent work conﬁrms is upsc
S;s;izopn;fﬂe (e.g:., Atkin et al,, 1998). Such findings are consistent vtn;};sdllsfii:
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zi)otice driven. Scholars (Atkin et al., 1998; Lin, 19?8) have ailso nc;<i e; that
Internet adoption is spurred by such per§onallty t?a1ts ats }10;{: t(})ft}s:;eSiZe § and
innovativeness needs.' Based on these various 'ﬁndmgs, 11 1‘s vp
demographics will be related to Internet use; in particular:

H3:  Social locators will be related to newsgroup use frequency.

H3a: Respondent age will be inversely related to newsgroup use frequenc;;

HSb.‘ Respondent education level will be positively related to newsgroup fre-

uency. 4

H3c: ?{espondent income level will be positively related to newsgroup use
frequency.

H4:  Social locators will be related to chat room use frequency.

H4a: Respondent age will be inversely related to chat room use frequency.

H4b: Respondent education level will be positively related to chat room use
frequency. N

H4c: Respondent income level will be positively related to chat room use

frequency.

isi i ing the criti-
Innovators and early adopters thus play a deqswfz role in shapmgitt he cri”
cal mass of users for a technology such as BBSs. This represents a cr
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ment in the diffusion process that can help draw additional adopters to expand
the diffusion rate to eventually encompass a majority of the potential user pop-
ulation (Markus, 1987). As that process unfolds, we examine the extent to

which attitudes supplement demographics as predictors of online technology
adoption.

ATTITUDINAL VARIABLES

As Lin (1999) noted, the diffusion of the Internet and the popularity of the World
Wide Web quickly turned them into a place where the audience can expect to
seek information, entertainment, companionship (e.g., via chat rooms) and per-
sonal identity (e.g., via joining newsgroups). Her work suggests that audience on-
line use activities seem to resemble those activities in which the audience regu-
larly engages via the traditional mass media.

Working from a diffusion of innovations perspective, we might expect that
those most active in visiting chat rooms or other services would be the more tech-
nically capable users. Past work on general Internet adoption (e.g., Atkin et al.,
1998) suggests that these individuals would likely fit the innovator profile and are
most likely early adopters of interactive Web technologies generally. Such Web
enthusiasts would also be more prone to derive gratifications from using the Web
(e.g., Charney & Greenberg, 2002). To wit, the enhanced audience control and
choice afforded by the new media encourage a relatively active as opposed to pas-
sive audience, in general (Lin, 1994a; Papachrissi & Rubin, 2000).

Jeffres and Atkin (1996) found that attitudinal variables, particularly those ad-
dressing the needs for communication (e. g.» home shopping) served by computer
technology, were predictive of Internet adoption intentions. This is consistent
with other work on home shopping (Donthu, 1996; Grant et al., 1991). These
findings parallel those of an industry study, which established that Internet en-
thusiasts sought éscape, entertainment, interaction, and surveillance gratifica-
tions when they went online (T. E. Miller, 1996).

Past studies of Internet adoption (e.g., Lin, 2001) found that gratifications-
expectation items (e.g., social interaction) are powerful predictors of online be-
haviors. Lin used the term quasisocial interaction to describe the social interaction
activity taking placé in these online chat groups (i.e., a two-way communication
under an artificial and pseudo-social setting). Thus, where parasocial interaction
could satisfy TV viewers’ quest to make friends with media characters and thrust
themselves into the imaginary social world on screen, “quasisocial interaction
could help gratify on-line users’ need to establish a relationship with their on-line
counterparts and vicariously experience a pseudo-social atmosphere” (Lin, 2001,
p. 14). Based on that work, we would anticipate that chat room tise would be re-
lated to a need to communicate with a diverse set of online others. In the context
of this study, then, it is hypothesized that:
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H5: Communication needs and interests will be positively related to news-
group use frequency.

H6: Communication needs and interests will be positively related to chat
room use frequency.

Focusing on innovative attributes, Atkin et al. (1998) lfound that audi<_3nc‘es
with more technology use experience—technology junkles—fexpresseq h{gher
levels of interest in adopting newer, different media technolog}I.apPllcatlons.
Easton and LaRose (2002) found that online interaction has a positive impact on
overall levels of social support by allowing users to increase their social networks
via online discussion groups. Given the interrelationships l:fetween ‘Intem}et use
applications, we assume that more experienced Web users will be more avid con-
sumers of the applications and utilities offered on the Intern'et. Our model thus
posits that frequency of newsgroup and chat use will be predicted by years spent
online. More formally:

H7: Level of online use will be positively related to newsgroup use frequency.
HS: Level of online use will be positively related to chat room use frequency.

The research reviewed previously shows support for relation§hips among me-
dia use, interpersonal communication (networks, relationsh1P§, and tOplCS?,
community ties and attachments, and involvement in communities and organi-
zations (e.g., Jeffres, Neuendorf, Atkin, & Lin,'2002). o

Taken together, past work suggests that the influence of Igte;net utilities on
audience behaviors has been measured, rather than revglutl'onar)zl QbserYers
(Margolis & Resnick, 2000) thus suggest that we are experiencing a norrpahzg-
tion” of the medium, whereby audiences are using the Web to do old th}ng§ in
slightly different ways (as opposed to wholesale reauocatlgns of communication
and leisure patterns). For emerging Internet services, it remains to b? seen
whether audiences are fundamentally altering their communication behaviors or
normalizing the Internet to do old things in new ways.

Given these various adopter attributes and Internet user profiles, we pose the

following queries:

RQ2: What is the relative influence of social locqtors, technology adoption,
media use, and user interest variables related to newsgroup use?

RQ3: What is the relative influence of social locators, technology adoptzon,
media use, and user interest variables related to chat room use?

METHODS

Research data were collected from two telephone surveys using a computer-aided
telephone interview system; the first (n = 351) was conducted from June 20 to
July 8, 2001 and the seconid (n = 484) was conducted from October 20 to Novem-
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ber 11, 2001. Both samples were generated through random-digit dialing proce-
dures. The geographic region covered by the telephone surveys was an ethnically
diverse metropolitan area of the Midwestern United States, with a population
base close to 2 million. The surveys were presented as a general poll with an em-
phasis on values and what people think is important in life. The response rates

ranged from 45% to 50%. Variables used in this study were operationalized as
follows.

Study 1

Social Networks and Values

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of “being involved in the com-
munity” and “having good neighbors” using a scale ranging from 0 to 10. The
two values are correlated at .37 ( P <.001). The values on which we focus were em-

bedded in a large list of values rated in terms of their importance, and included
the variables that follow.

Civic Culture and Social Values. Respondents were asked to rate the impor-
tance of “participating in the political system,” using a scale ranging from 0 to 10,

They were also asked to rate the importance of “tolerance of other people,” using a
scale ranging from 0 to 10.

Community Variables

Several measures were constructed for community attachment, community
activities, organizational ties, and community assessment. The operationaliza-

tions were based on items used in other studies (see Jeffres et al., 2002) and can be
summarized as follows.

Community Activities. Respondents were asked to use a scale ranging from 0
to 10 to tell how often they did each of several things, including going to sporting
events, going to cultural events such as plays or the orchestra, going to local muse-
ums, and attending concerts of current musical groups or artists. Responses to
each item were standardized and the scores summed up for a scale (o = .68).

Community Ties. For this measure, respondents were asked, “Do you belong
to any neighborhood or community organization, including block clubs, social
groups, religious groups, business groups, or ethnic clubs?” If they said “yes,” they
were asked, “What are they?” The number cited was coded. This item as been used
in various studies cited earlier (e.g., Jeffres et al., 2002).
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Media Use

Media use and diversity of sources was measured using the standard set of
items as well as several measures for the new technologies; constituent measures
include the following.

TV Viewing. Respondents were asked for the number of hours of television
they watched yesterday. The scale ranged from 0 for none to 11 for more than 10
hr.

TV News Viewing. Respondents were asked how often they usually watch the
news on television: several times a day, about once a day, 5 or 6 days a week, 3 or 4
days a week, 1 or 2 days a week, or less often than that.

Radio Listening. Respondents were asked how many hours they lister_letd to
the radio yesterday. Coding was done using the same scale used for television.

Newspaper Reading. Respondents were asked how many days last week they
read a newspaper and responses were coded from 0 to 7.

Magazine Reading. Respondents were asked how many different magazines
they read regularly. Responses were coded into nine categories: 0, 1, 2,3, 4, 5, 6 to
10, 11 to 20, and 21 or more.

Book Reading. Respondents were asked how many books.they read in the
past 6 months. Responses were coded into the same nine categories used for mag-

azines.

Video Viewing. Respondents were asked how many borrowed or rent.ed vid-
eos they watched in the past month. Responses were coded into the same nine cat-
egories used for magazines.

Filn Viewing. Respondents were asked how many times tbey went out to see
a movie in a theater in the past month. Responses were coded into the same nine

categories used for magazines.

Media Use Index. Responses to the use of traditional media were standard-
jzed and the scores summed up to create an index.

Computer Access. Respondents were asked if they had a personal or laptop
computer in their household and responses were coded yes or no.
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Internet Access. Respondents were asked if they had access to the Internet at
home, at work, or both. Access was coded two ways, as a dummy variable where
access anywhere = 1 and no access = 0; and as a continuum where access at both
home and work = 2, access at cither alone = 1, and no access = 0.

Internet Use. Respondents were asked if they had ever gone on the Internet.
Those who said “yes” were asked how often they go on the Internet at work, using
a scale ranging from 7 (several times a day) to 0 (almost never). They also were
asked how often they go on the Internet at home using the same scale. Several
variables were constructed: (a) a simple usage measure where 1 = has gone on the
Internet before, 0 = has never gone on the Internet; (b) Internet access (access =
1); (¢) frequency use Internet at work (those without access = —1); (d) frequency
use Internet at home (those without access = —1); (e) overall Internet use, combin-
ing the scores for usage at home and work. A separate measure gauged the number
of years spent on the Internet (see Jeffres et al., 2002).

Media Web Site Use. Respondents were asked how often they visited media
ng sites such as one of the TV networks, a newspaper, or radio site, using a 7-
point scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 7 (several times a day). Those not us-
ing the Internet were assigned a value of 0.

E-Mail Use. Respondents were asked “How often do you send or receive

messages by e-mail? They responded on a 5-point scale from 1 (several times each
day) to 5 (never).

Chat Room Use. For the dependent variable, respondents were asked if they
had ever visited a chat room on the Internet to talk with people about something.
Those who said “yes” were asked how often, using the following categories: every
day (6), a couple times a week, about once a week, a couple times a month, or less
often than that (2). Those who had never visited a chat room before were assigned
a 1 and those who had never gone on the Internet were assigned a 0.

Social Categories

The standard social categories were measured, including marital status, the
number of people in one’s household, age, level of formal education completed
ethnic or racial background, household income, and gender. Dummy variable;
were constructed for being married, being White, being Black, and being other
race or ethnicity (see Jeffres et al., 2002).

Interpersonal Communication Relationships

Two measures of interpersonal communication relationships were used. Re-
spondents were asked how much they agreed with each of the following state-

A d
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ments, using a scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 5 (neutral) to 10
(strongly agree). “Talking about current events with friends or coworkers” and “I
prefer talking with people who have the same background as me.”

Study 2

A follow-up study conducted the following quarter utilized many of the measures
of social locators and media use employed in the first survey. In addition, Study 2
operationalized a key dependent measure, newsgroup use, with the following
item: “How often do you visit Web sites in other languages (1 = almost never
through 7 = several times a day).

Because newsgroups revolve around informational channels, we employed an
expanded set of content interest/knowledge measures that include the following,
arrayed across an 11-point scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly
agree):

« Interest in other cultures. Respondents were asked about the extent to
which “I enjoy learning about different cultures.”

« International news. Respondents were asked “How much attention do you
pay to the international news in the newspaper?”

» Awareness of world events. This measure was tapped with the item “I'm

more aware of what’s going on around the world than most of my friends.”

Tolerance of differences. Respondent agreement was assessed for an item

stating “I tend to value similarities over differences when I meet some-

one.”

o Communicate with culturally diverse others. Respondents were asked
about their agreement with the statement “In any given month, I communi-
cate with people from a wide variety of backgrounds and cultures.”

As in Study 1, we created a series of indexes reflecting respondent knowledge
about current events and popular culture (see procedures outlined in the previ-
ous section). Data were then subjected to correlational analysis. Selected back-
ground variables were then entered into multiple regression analysis. Variance
inflation factor inspections revealed no significant multicollinearity problems.
Hair, Anderson, Tatham, and Black (1992) defined the variance inflation matrix
as “(A)n indicator of the effects the other predictor variables have on the variance
of a regression coefficient” (p. 24), noting that it is directly related to the toler-
ance values. A stepwise regression model was tested in which significant corre-
lates of the dependent variable were submitted simultaneously.
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FINDINGS

We first analyzed relationships between Internet use measure and social locators,
media use, and content interest dimensions. Overall, nearly a quarter (24.2%) of
respondents indicated using newsgroups, and 35.3% had used chat rooms.
Correlational analyses of newsgroup use are outlined in Table 13.1.

There was a dearth of relationships between use of newsgroups and social lo-
cators, media and content interest, or knowledge variables. Newsgroup use was
inversely related to agreement with the sentiment that one “values similarities
among people over their differences” (r=—.123). Aside from that, the relation-
ship involving marital status approached (p < .06) significance, as married indi-
viduals made greater use of the new medium (r = .09). On balance, though, the
number of relationships between newsgroup use and our independent variables
is no greater than that which we would expect to see from chance alone. This
leaves Hypotheses 1, 3, 5, and 7 without support. Regarding our Research Ques-
tion 3 on the relative influence of background variables on newsgroups, the re-

TABLE 13.1
Correlations Between Newsgroup and Communication
Technology, Attitudinal Measures

Variable Newsgroup Visits
Media use
Hours spent on Web sites .052
Hours spent shopping online -.008
Time with radio .006
Newspaper readership .023
International news reading 049
Magazine readership —.048
Book readership .002
DVD rentals -.052
Movie attendance -002
Social locators
Age -.004
Non-White 043
Married .085 (p < .067)
Female gender .029
Interests and values
Communicate with culturally diverse others .021
Interest in other cultures 030
Feel aware of world events -.019
Value similarities among people over differences -.123%
Interest in other cultures .030
Interest in new civic ideas .039
Knowledge of popular culture .045
Current events knowledge .049

*p < .0L
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lationships were not sufficiently robust to warrant any further multivariate
an%}:rl:;ﬁlational analyses of chat room use are out.lined .in Table 13.2. Pf:r Re-
search Question 1, the data reveal a pattern of relgtxonshlps to other me<'ha tha}t
are generally weak and positive in nature. In particular, chat I‘OOIE.uS(e 1s_ pzogl).
tively related to our media use index (r = .15), computer ownership (r = .25),
Internet use frequency (r=.38) and Internet access (r = .27). Separate rnbeasures
indicate that the more important access is from the home (r = 41), because
Internet access at work is not significantly relatesl to chat room use (r :b.l??).
Other Internet use dimensions related to chat use m'clud6 frequenqlr-l of We gxti
use (r = .42), and a combined measure of World Wide Web }ls§ alt1 om; ind ?0
work (r = .45). Use of another interpersonal channel, e-mail, is ah 50 rez al ;h

chat room use (r = .26); this provides modest suPport fo? Hyp?t esis 2. e}s;e
Internet-based correlates of chat use, combined with that involving years on the

TABLE 13.2 o
Correlations Between Chat Room Use and Communication
Technology, Attitudinal Measures

bl Chat Room Visits

Variable

Media use variables e
Years on Internet g
Computer ownership .
Internet access (home or work) -
Internet use frequency -
Internet use frequency (work) .
Internet use frequency (home) g
E-mail use el
Media Web site use potl
World Wide Web use e
Mass media use index et
Communication diversity

Social locators e
-y 16%
Education e
Male gender

Interests and values e
Interest in U.S. current events .

Interest in arts , B gt
Knowledge of global cultures

Knowledge of international news éi**
Knowledge of popular culture e
Tolerant of others .
Have good neighbors p
Participating in political system el
Community ties index g

Community involvement

*p <05 *p < 0L
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i}:lltg;l;; t( I:e_swzz;) underscore and support the role of Internet experience posited
Social.lc?cators are generally unrelated to chat room use. We do, however
weak posgwe relationship with chat use and education (r= .16) ;onsistent) Se‘el?
Hy"pothesxs 4b. Contrary to Hypothesis 4a, however, we see a p’ositive relat;Vlt
ship between age and chat room use (r = .31). The only other social locato e
lated to chat room use is gender, as males are more likely to make use of the ti r}f )
nology (7= .11). Further marginal breakouts suggest that about half (49.6% )C ;
men use chat groups, compared to only 39% of women (sig. 2 = .05) bnob (l)
ance, this provides only modest support for the youthful high-soc‘ioec‘o .
status adopter profile posited by Hypothesis 4. , e
Chat room use is positively related to our indexes of popular culture know]
edge (r = .24%) and community involvemnent (r=.26). Visiting chat rooms is al ,
cor.related with knowledge of international news (r=.23) and with an index ¢ o
turing knowledge of different regions and cultures (r = :27). Although our mei;p‘
}(u-es f’f tolerance of others and community ties are not related to chat room uss-
having good neighbors” is inversely related (r = —12) to chat room visits Oe,
b‘alance, these findings provide only modest support for the needs-driven a(.i §
tion conception outlined in Hypothesis 6. v
Tab!e 13.3. outlines the hjerarchical regression model, which explained 18% of
t?le variance in chat room use frequency. Exploring the possible media substitu-
tion dynamics posed in Research Question 1, traditional media use is unrelated
to chat room use. As for the relative influence of various predictor blocks (R
search Question 3), the omnly social locator significantly related to chat room u: :
was age (B =-.253), which explained nearly 4% of the variance observed. Int :
estingly, the positive bivariate relationship between age and chat room L;SC vjr-
;evirsqi 1:{;(1& thef controlling influence of other variables in the multivariailesr
333 gts;:,prolgl ep'artlally rehabilitates Hypothesis 3’s prediction of a youthful
'Consxstent with the information-seeker profile posited in Hypothesis 6, inter-
e§t In current events ( =.222) and communication diversity ( B=.144) we’re re-
mqors of chat room use. Support for this hypothesis is mixed, however, as inP;
est in the arts bears an inverse relationship (8 = —.198) to chat)room usa’ge Yezg

. TABLE 13.3
Stepwise Multiple Regression Model Predicting Chat Room Usage

Variable i
a R Final 8 R? Change F Change Sig. F Change
Years on the Internet 244 254 059

— 11.94] 001
Ing ) d 317 —.253 .041 8.579 004
terest in current events 367 222 034 7.380 .00
Interest m arFs ' 402 —198 027 6:053 ‘Olg
Communication diversity 426 440 .019 4.401 4037

. D2 _ g
Note.  Total model: R? = 131, Adj R? = .159; F(5, 185) = 8.198, P <.00L
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on the Internet (B = .254) emerged as the most powerful positive predictor, ex-
plaining nearly 4% of the variance in chat room use. This result provides further
support for Hypothesis 8.

In sum, regression results provide mixed expectations for our proposed
framework. Chat room use is positively related to years on the Internet and an in-
terest in current events as well as community activities. Age—the only social lo-
cator to emerge in our model—was inversely related to chat room use, as was in-

terest in arts activities.

DISCUSSION

This study identified variables related to use of newsgroups and chat rooms in
terms of social locators, communication needs, media use habits, and technology
adoption. Findings generally fail to confirm the upscale, heavy-media-use, tech-
nology adopter profile posited by diffusion theory. The failure of diffusion vari-
ables to explain use of these services may reflect the fact that its Internet platform
has now reached the “flat” part of its diffusion curve. Thus, as newsgroups and
chat rooms surpass their critical mass, differences between users and nonusers
have leveled over time. Similar patterns have been observed for cable since the
1980s (Atkin & LaRose, 1994; Dutton et al., 1987; Sparkes & Kang, 1986). In that
regard, our sample of urban respondents provides a profile of a service in its ma-
ture stages of diffusion.

To the extent the Internet is becoming “normalized,” Jeffres et al. (2002)
found that the Internet audience is beginning to look much like the consumer au-
dience in general, but behavioral patterns often are linked to social categories. In
this case, the failure of income to discriminate between heavy and light users may
suggest that these services, particularly newsgroups, have reached a saturation
point within an otherwise upscale Internet universe. Yet such Internet applica-
tions are not likely to be regarded as “household necessities,” in the tradition of
the telephone, available to 94% of American homes. Because only a bare majority
of Americans own the necessary gateway for Internet services—a powerful 100+
Mhz computer processor and a $20 monthly subscription to an Internet service
provider—it remains to be seen whether chat or newsgroups emerge as a “rich
man’s” substitute for less expensive telephone service plans.

The dearth of relationships involving newsgroups, in particular, provides little
support for the notion that this medium represents an electronic forum spurring
a more robust democracy. Rather than bring sweeping democratic changes, Web
technology is likely to further such recent media trends as audience fragmenta-
tion and the attendant hype needed to break through the clutter of multiple me-
dia offerings. Relationships between the Web and use of other media uncovered
here suggest that emerging online environments are not displacement mecha-
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nisms, but will instead make it easi
media content.

gests that the medium may, unlike the telephone
varlous community activities. In this regard
tTends toward tribalization introduced by earlier
tion channels like the telephone:

H ,
mter;}:eﬁlﬂg the linkages among chat room use, current events, and community
s bode well for a future .Internet role in helping to detribalize, and perhaps

As menti ing i
questionsn:ll)c())net(i }?t gle onset, er}?ergmg Intermass channels like the Internet pose
utthe degree to which audiences shift 2 i

. . . way from conventio &
d%a‘ to a wider range of emerging technologies. However e
ditional channels, per media substitutj
gest that Internet use remains ort
true of newsgroups.
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By contrast, regression results suggest that chat room devotees typically have
more experience with the Internet, are younger, are interested in current events,
are not interested in the arts, and have a greater interest in diverse community
events. These results thus confirm a raft of findings (e.g., Dutton et al., 1987) that
suggest that attitudinal variables are more explanatory of technology adoption
than conventional media use and social locator variables. We find little evidence
here, then, that online media content access is perceived as a “functional supple-
ment” to traditional media use. One explanation for this nonfinding may be that,
although functionally similar to a certain degree, traditional media remain better
suited to deliver more attractive content in an accessible and affordable fashion,
relative to an online service. Moreover, the online media content has yet to
achieve the visual quality of print media, or the audiovisual quality of traditional
mass media (Lin, 2001).

Another reason for the lack of any relationships with news or any other media
may be, as Lin (2001) suggested, that “traditional media remain better suited to
deliver more attractive content in an accessible and affordable fashion, relative to
an on-line service” (p. 14). She observed that emerging online channels like
newsgroups have yet to achieve the visual quality of print media, or the audiovi-
sual quality of television and film and are thus not yet a functional substitute for
them. Perhaps, as video and voice functions are merged with the text dimensions
now characteristic of newsgroups and chat rooms, displacement mechanisms
with telecommunication or other media channels will emerge.

In sum, this study was only able to statistically discriminate adopters and
nonadopters for chat users, and such use is chiefly dependent on five factors: how
long someone has been using the Internet, the age of the user, the user’s interest
in the arts, the user’s interest in current events in the United States, and interest
in diverse community activities. In that regard, these findings are encouraging in
that they suggest that audiences will be able to “program” their own content
through forums such as the chat room. Because this Internet-facilitated
“quasisocial interaction” is absent any social pressures (Kiesler, 1997; Parks &
Floyd, 1996), it may eventually help reduce stress and provide the kind of enjoy-
ment associated with mass media. In this way, the Web can perhaps offset the on-

going consolidation of ownership characterizing offline mass media. However,
these results suggest that wholesale media substitution of new media channels for
community activities and community attachments is not yet a concern. Later
work should explore more closely the motivations determining the selection of
various online modalities for interpersonal as well as news and other mass media
applications. Working from the uses and gratifications perspective, for instance,
scholars (Lin, 2001; Papachrissi & Rubin, 2000) found that the Internet attracts
an active audience that intently seeks out and consumes media content to gratify
such needs as entertainment (for mental stimulation), identity (for social inte-
gration), diversion (for temporary escape), and surveillance (for information
gathering). These cognitive and affective need expectations may be expanded
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from the study of uses and gratifications, originated with the study of traditiona]
media, and can help shed conceptual light on the Internet as a two-way interac.
tive medium. Further work in this area should explore the social, economic,

and
political meanings of these emerging intermass technologies.
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APPENDIX

National Telephone Survey
Questionnaires, 2001-2002

B 1 LUINIVERSITY OF

SCHOOL OF COMMUNICATION

BASELINE WEB PROJECT 1
February 25-28, 2002

Hello. My name is (use your first name). I am a student calling from the Univer-
sity of Miami in Coral Gables, Florida. We are conducting a national opinion sur-
vey to find out what people think of the news media. This study is for educational
purposes and we are not selling anything. [NO PAUSE]

—STATEMENTS YOU MAY USE IF NEEDED«

NOTE: IF PERSON ASKS WHAT THIS SURVEY IS FOR: “This study will be used
as aresearch project for students. The statistical findings will be presented at aca-
demit¢ conferences to learn more about what the public thinks of the news me-
dia.”

NOTE: IF PERSON ASKS “HOW LONG?” THIS WILL TAKE: “It depends on

how you answer some questions and how quickly we move through this. It may
be as short as two minutes and as long as 6 or 7 minutes. I'll try to move through

it quickly.”
NOTE: IF PERSON ASKS HOW HIS/HER PHONE NUMBER WAS OBTAINED:

“Your phone number was randomly generated by a computer, so your identity is
anonymous and only the statistical results will be used for educational purposes”
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