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Internet Communities  

Introduction  

I will be writing about various communities which are found on the internet and the effect they 

have. An internet community is a collection of people that communicate using the internet. This 

could be in the form of message boards, instant messaging programs, photo-sharing, news, e-

commerce, social networking or dating web sites or a combination of several of these combined 

together. I will attempt to examine how each of these effect how we communicate, represent 

ourselves and interpret and read others identities. 

Message Boards 

Message boards or forums allow people to 

register anonymously providing their e-mail 

address which is usually never revealed to 

other users. During registration they choose 

a username which they are identified as to 

other users. Most register user names like 

tigeress282 or supercowboy, which makes 

it impossible to tell who they actually are. For example on the New Media Community1 Forum it is 

hard to tell who is who even though you may know them in real life as most users have user names 

which have no relevance to their real names. Others choose to be known as just their first name or 

even there full name which makes it easy to identify them. Users can more often then not also 

communicate privately to others using a feature called private messaging. 

                                                             
1
 http://www.newmedia.lincoln.ac.uk/nmforum06/ 

http://www.newmedia.lincoln.ac.uk/nmforum06/
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The equivalent to an online community in the real world could be a group of friends who meet up to 

talk about things and ask for help on various issues. If one of them wanted a word privately with 

another person, they would pull them aside to talk instead of sending them a private message as 

they would on a message board. Message boards make it easier to talk to someone privately if you 

ŀǊŜ ǎƘȅ ƻǊ ƭŀŎƪ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΣ ōǳǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭy do anything to build up a 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ƛŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜƭȅ ƻŦŦƭƛƴŜ 

then it would increase their confidence, but if the other person rejected them it would lower their 

ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ hƴƭƛƴŜΣ  ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ matter as much if someone rejects you as they probably never knew 

who you were to begin with, they onƭȅ ƪƴŜǿ ȅƻǳ ōȅ ȅƻǳǊ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ ƴŀƳŜΣ ǎƻ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ȅƻǳ 

much as there are millions of other people out there that you can attempt to communicate with. 

Message board communities can also be compared to social groups where people who meet up 

have common interests, for example people who are into collecting stamps. Instead of having a 

weekly meeting where they each bring stamps to swap, they could post details on a message board 

and wait for a response. This removes the recreational aspect of social groups as they never meet 

ǳǇΣ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƴŜǿ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

as easy as if it were offline as things online are tend to be kept brief. 

Photo-Sharing Web Sites 

In the same way that stamps collectors 

might meet up, so could people who have 

an interest in photography. They would 

typically bring in their latest photos for 

others to look at and discuss. Photographic 

communities have now been created 

online in the form of message boards as 
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discussed above and photo sharing web sites that allow users to upload photos for the world to see 

and comment on. An example of such is Flickr2  as shown in the screen shot above. 

Flickr is a growing community on the internet and has features that allow users to tag photos, 

organize them into sets and submit them to groups of people who have a common interest, where 

they can also talk in their own private forum dedicated to them. A group is comparable to an offline 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŦƻǊ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ōǳǘ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ нпκт ŀƴŘ ǎǳōƳƛǘ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ 

ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΦ  LǘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻǊ Ƨƻƛƴ ŀƴ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ aspect is less 

than an ofŦƭƛƴŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΦ ¦ǎŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǳǎŜǊ ƴŀƳŜΣ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ 

anybodies true identity. However, some groups do organize offline meet-ups which can be a good 

opportunity to discover the real identities behind the usernames you know from the online groups. 

Users can criticise other peopleΩs photos, even if they lack confidence in the real world, they can 

very easy add a comment to a photo or add the photograph to their favourites and the user who 

submitted the photo will never know who they really are, whereas in the real world someone might 

not have the confidence to make a comment on the photo to the photographer. However, the 

ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ŘŜƭŜǘŜ ŀƴȅ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ŦŀƭǎŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

what other users think of the image as the photographer may just delete all the negative comments 

and leave the positive. 

Web sites like Flickr also open up the world of photography to many more users than traditional 

groups could. No matter their skill level, they can submit their photos and get feedback from those 

with more experience. This helps people to gain confidence in what they do and makes it easier to 

get their identity known to others. 

                                                             
2
 http://www.flickr.com/ 

http://www.flickr.com/
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News Web Sites 

Traditional new web sites such as BBC News3 

or the New York Times4 where articles are 

ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

apart from that the BBC allows comments on 

some of its ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎΦ ! ƴŜǿ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ 

focussed around news is Digg5 which allows 

users to submit links to new items. These 

items can then be Dugg by other users; the more Diggs an article gets, the more prominent it is 

displayed on the web site. Users can comment on articles are rate each others comments. Those 

with positive ratings are hidden by default so in theory the web site is self moderated. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ. An analogy could be a group of friends 

discussing the news. The news they are most interested in, they will talk about more which relates 

to the amount of Diggs a story gets. When other people join in the discussion, they are commenting 

on it and others will respond to the comments and say if they agree or disagree with them like they 

would on Digg. 

Again, users are represented by user names and articles are often submitted from personal blogs so 

ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜs. Whereas if you were discussing the news in a group 

of friends, you will have likely have heard the original story on the TV or radio which is more likely to 

be reliable as it is from a more trusted source. This issue of not knowing the identity of many of the 

articles makes a new site such as Digg less trustworthy. Users often just Digg a story after they have 

read the title, and not bothered to read it. This creates a false representation of popular stories for 

                                                             
3 http://www.bbc.co.uk/ 
4
 http://www.nytimes.com/ 

5
 http://www.digg.com/ 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.digg.com/
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ǘƘƻǎŜ ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴȅ ƎƻƻŘ ƻǊ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

even correct. 

E-commerce Web Sites 

Shopping web sites such as Amazon6 have 

changed the way we shop and are continuing 

to evolve to meet our needs and improve our 

social experience when shopping in order to 

get a better representation of the products it 

is selling. An example of this is product 

reviews which are posted on product pages. 

These reviews give users information and opinions on products which can aid users in their purchase 

decision making process. These reviews are then rated by users on whether they were useful or not. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƘƻǇ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ 

get the sales person telling you about how good the product is just to get you to buy it, but not 

actual user reviews. ¢ƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿǎ ƛƴ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ 

for just a few days. By having actual user reviews on an e-commerce web site, it gives a more 

realistic representation of the product and what the user can expect when they buy it. 

!ƳŀȊƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ 

looked at on the web site and your past purchases and make recommendations based on this. This 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ Ǿŀǎǘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭŜŀŘǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ƛǘŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ 

buy in the first place. By exploring the identity of a person in terms of what they are interested in 

they can tailor their product offerings to them in order to show you products which they think best 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀǊŜΦ 

                                                             
6
 http://www.amazon.co.uk/ 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/

