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Introduction

This book is the last stage in my proposal of a cognitive pragmatics analysis of
Internet-mediated communication and interaction. For this specific approach
to communication on the Net, I coined the term cyberpragmatics (Yus 2001a,
2010b). In short, cyberpragmatics aims at applying pragmatics to Internet users’
interactions, specifically cognitive pragmatics and, within that, relevance theory,
which has proved to be useful for the explanation of face-to-face communication
and also of asynchronous communication, as happens with literature (Sperber &
Wilson 1986, 1995). Today’s Internet-mediated communication typically involves
massive exchanges of messages of a written, audio-visual and multimodal quality,
and most of them with an oral connotation. This is why typed texts often appear
to be hybrids between the stability and rigidity of the written (i.e. typed) text, on
the one hand, and the spontaneity and ephemeral quality of speech, on the other.

Although this book adopts an explicitly pragmatic approach, it also men-
tions other studies on Internet communication insofar as they shed light on the
quality of interactions on the Net. But the central theoretical framework will be
cognitive pragmatics and specifically relevance theory, as I have already pointed
out. Hence, throughout the book there is an underlying certainty that although
the Internet might exhibit attributes and strategies that are inherent in this
medium, all of them can ultimately be explained within cognitive pragmatics.
Communication is a human ability, a human resource and there is no difference
between interpreting the messages that we are sent in physical contexts and do-
ing so in virtual scenarios. The only thing that varies is the way communication
is achieved, together with the means that human beings have devised to engage
in interactions. With the Internet, geographical limitations and lack of physical
Co-presence are overcome.

The Internet is also a broad field of research with a wide range of research op-
tions. In this book several of them are addressed, specifically those that, one way
or another, have to do with user-to-user communication on the Net. The book
starts with a chapter in which several pragmatic assumptions are commented
upon and specifically the theoretical foundations of relevance theory.

The second chapter analyses social gatherings on the Internet and how users
present themselves, in Goffman’s sense, in virtual settings. Terms such as virtual
community will be analysed and related to their physical counterparts, but this
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apparently dichotomous approach to community (physical or virtual) is then re-
vised and a more realistic proposal of hybrid personal networks of interactions
is proposed (Yus 2007b), with a mixture of physical and virtual properties. This
mixture fits today’s increasing tendency to spend an important part of our lives in
virtual scenarios. It also affects the notion of identity, which is shaped in different
kinds of physical-virtual groupings and interactive environments.

Other forms of self-presentation on the Internet will also be studied in this
chapter, for example the traditional personal web page and the nickname (nick),
the alter ego of the real person actually typing on the keyboard while interacting
on the Net.

The third chapter addresses the quality of the processing of information on
web pages or websites. Ever since Tim Berners-Lee devised the “html language”
(hypertext markup language)! and its implementation on the web page, most of
the communication that takes place on the Internet is “html-based.” Initially, when
the Internet was not so popular, there were different applications for retrieving in-
formation and surfing the Net. Nowadays, on the contrary, most Internet resources
and interactive applications are located on websites, including social networking
sites, library catalogues, chat rooms, online games, cybernewspapers, etc.

The chapter starts with the application of terms such as intentionality, cog-
nitive environments and mutual manifestness (typical in relevance-theoretic re-
search) to the apparently uni-directional flow of communication on web pages
between authors and readers. Next, I will review relevance-related studies that
focus on users’ satisfaction obtained from the information that they retrieve from
search engines such as Google. Since this is a “software-user” type of communica-
tion, it is not an area that should be covered by a pragmatics of human communi-
cation (user-to-user), within which cyberpragmatics is included. However, several
studies fitting relevance theory have addressed users’ inferences on the output of
these search engines, and these can lead to interesting conclusions on how users
obtain positive rewards from the output of the search.2 This fact justifies the inclu-
sion of a heading in this book.

Later in the chapter a more genuine aspect of cyberpragmatic research will be
analysed: the (ir)relevance of users’ communication using websites, with headings
such as the role of “sender users” and “addressee users,” the levels or patterns of
interactivity, the management of the vast amount of information available on the
Net and the parallel danger of infoxication (mental intoxication due to an excess of

1. Together with his colleagues, he also developed the HTTP protocol (HyperText Transfer
Protocol) and the Uniform Resource Locator for websites.

2. See Yus (2000a), thematic section 12, for a list of these relevance-theoretic studies of search
engines and information retrieval systems in general.
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information to be processed), which often reduces relevance due to a loss of inter-
est provoked by increased mental effort. In this sense, it will be shown how the
web page normally demands some kind of reinterpretation of the two variables on
which the estimation of relevance depends, because of this massive availability of
information that the Internet offers.

Lastly, in this third chapter there is a section devoted to the term usability and
its conceptualization from cognitive pragmatics, and two additional sections on
the transference of offline (i.e. printed) discourses to the Internet and the prag-
matic consequences of the adaptation of these discourses to the specificity of the
Net (screen size, link-mediated structure, scrolling of text, etc.). Specifically, I com-
ment on printed newspapers turned into cybernewspapers and printed advertise-
ments turned into banners and pop-up ads (among other discursive formats).

Chapter four examines forms of interaction that are relatively new in the
history of Internet communication but have had tremendous impact on the way
people interact on the Internet, that is, the ones under the label of Web 2.0: blogs,
social networking sites (such as MySpace, Facebook or Tuenti) and the short-
messaging microblog Twitter, which combines typical features of SMS (short
messages of up to 140 characters) and a social networking orientation.

The fifth chapter is devoted to virtual synchronous conversations. The chapter
starts with an analysis of chat rooms and instant messaging (i.e. Messenger) and
their place in the oral-written and visual-verbal dichotomies. Their most interesting
feature is what I call oralized written text, that is, the use of several strategies to turn
typed text into a more expressive and speech-connoted kind of discourse that al-
lows for the communication, to a certain extent, of the nonverbal behaviour (vocal
and visual) that typically accompanies human interactions in situations of physical
co-presence and makes it possible to convey not only thoughts, but also the feelings
and emotions attached or associated with them in a more effective way.

Chapter five also covers the extension of virtual conversations to virtual worlds
where users interact with one another by means of 3D avatars that exhibit a certain
ability to convey information nonverbally. Among all the virtual worlds available
nowadays, I focus on Second Life. This heading is preceded by an analysis of several
proposals to enrich the interactions in chat rooms and instant messaging contextu-
ally. Finally, a short heading is devoted to videoconferencing, probably one of the
most contextualized means of communication on the Internet nowadays.

Chapter six deals with one of the oldest kinds of Internet communication:
electronic mail (e-mail). The chapter is divided into two main sections, one de-
voted to describing the main features of e-mail, sometimes difficult to place in
the oral/written dichotomy; and a second section in which the main elements of
an electronic message (sender, addressee, subject line...) are studied with special
emphasis on their role in the eventual (un)successful interpretation.
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Chapter seven is devoted to politeness on the Internet. A review of different
theories that deal with this topic is proposed and then applied, where possible, to
a medium typically prone to exaltation and unrestricted expression of emotions
(due to the lack of physical co-presence of the interlocutors) that often lead to
rudeness and impoliteness.

Finally, chapter eight suggests future research within cyberpragmatics. It takes
into account today’s constant technological advances that facilitate human com-
munication and interaction, as happens, for instance, with the mobile phone. In
fact, many of these future research issues include the increasingly important role
that the mobile phone plays today for people accessing the Net and the differ-
ent ways in which Net discourses are produced and interpreted on the computer
screen and on the small screen of the mobile phone, with interesting pragmatic
consequences.



CHAPTER 1

Pragmatics, context and relevance

1. Pragmatics and the use of language

Since prehistoric times, we humans have been fascinated by our ability to use
words and transfer our thoughts to other people. In an attempt to understand
the special qualities of this gift of language, compared to the sounds produced by
animals,! we have always reflected on language, how it is learned, which part of
the brain is in charge of producing and interpreting language, and so on.

But it was not until the 20th century when this interest in language, now
called linguistics, acquired a truly scientific status. Saussure’s pioneering research
that gave birth to Structuralism and Chomsky’s Generative Grammar placed lin-
guistics on the right track towards the maturity that it exhibits nowadays.

Regardless of this label of science that linguistics deserves, it should be stressed
that human language is such a complex phenomenon that in the development of
linguistics a number of branches, schools, or perspectives have appeared, which
deal with different aspects of language, and often overlap to some extent. Hence,
utterance (1) would arouse the interest of linguists according to their different
linguistic perspectives, who would draw different conclusions:

(1) The cat is on the mat.

Among many other approaches inside linguistics, a LEXICOLOGIST would analyse
the semantic fields of cat and mat and their intersections or overlappings with
similar terms like lynx, rug, feline or carpet. By contrast, a linguist specializing
in semaNTICs would be more interested in sentence organization, the referents
of the words and how they provide a context-free sense to the whole sentence

1. Indeed, the linguist Charles Hockett proposed in 1960 to restrict the term “human lan-
guage” only to vocal signs with an arbitrary relationship with their referents (i.e. words), leaving
aside nonverbal behaviour such as paralanguage of kinesics. Nowadays, by contrast, many stud-
ies have stressed the importance of these apparently marginal aspects of human communica-
tion. In Chapter 5 of this book, for example, I will comment on the problems that Internet users
face when they try to compensate, in text-based conversations, all the nonverbal connotations
that people normally communicate in face-to-face situations and are absent in this kind of
interaction on the Net (see Yus 2005a).
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(cat - member of feline family, domestic, common, has claws, purrs ...). Finally,
a linguist interested in GENERATIVE GRAMMAR would analyse the rules that hu-
man beings abide by in the production and interpretation of this grammatically
correct sentence.

However, until pragmatics appeared as an alternative approach to linguistic
analysis, few linguists had been interested in the meaning of utterance (1), now as
(2b), in situation (2a), and with the intended interpretation (2c¢):

(2) a. [Peter and Mary own a cat which has the habit of sitting on its mat
so that its owner knows that it is hungry].
b. Peter (to Mary): “The cat is on the mat”
c. 'The cat is hungry (go feed the cat, please).

The main contribution of pragmatics is, precisely, the certainty that it is impossible
to analyse language outside the context in which it is produced and interpreted.
Actually, human beings are rarely (if ever) truly literal when we speak; quite on
the contrary, we tend to leave implicit all the information that we guess our in-
terlocutors should be able to obtain by themselves. In other words, speakers base
the interpretation that they intend to produce with the utterance (the so-called
speaker meaning, opposed to the zero-context sentence meaning) on the interlocu-
tors’ ability to access the necessary information that will enable them to interpret
the utterance adequately. An utterance such as (2b) will be misunderstood if Mary
is unable to access the contextual information (2a) and derive the interpretation
(2¢) (she might think that she is merely being informed of the location of the cat).
Therefore, pragmatics aims at explaining the role of context in interpretations
like (2¢) and also, for example, in the incorrect interpretation of utterance (3b)
in situation (3a) by a child who, wrongly, chooses the literal interpretation of her
mother’s utterance. Pragmatics is also interested in why the answers (4b-e) to the
question (4a) are perfectly valid and acceptable although they do not answer the
question explicitly:

(3) a. [A child entering a house].
b. Mother: “Wipe your feet, please.”
c.  [The boy takes off his shoes, full of mud, and carefully rubs his feet
against the rug]. (Peccei 1999:1)

(4) Where is my box of chocolates?
I was hungry.
I've got to catch a train.

Where is your slimming plan?

o a0 op

The children were in this room this morning.
(Smith & Wilson 1983:163)
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In short, pragmatics is undoubtedly the branch of linguistics that has proved to
be most suitable for the analysis of everyday communication, partly because of
the lack of interest in context of previous paradigms? such as Structuralism or
Generative Grammar (see Yus 1997a:17-18, 2003a). Specifically, in the study of
Internet-mediated communication cognitive pragmatics and, more particularly,
Sperber & Wilson’s relevance theory, can be useful when explaining the role that
context plays in the eventual quality of interpretations, which is also the main
objective of cyberpragmatics.

However, although pragmatics underlines the importance of context in hu-
man communication, this initial movement has evolved into a more diversified
approach to language and, inevitably, to an array of pragmatic branches or schools
that somehow gives the impression of a certain lack of homogeneity within this
paradigm (Nuyts 1987), to the extent that it is even difficult to define pragmatics.
Levinson (1983), for example, devoted an entire chapter to this task without ar-
riving at a wholly satisfactory definition. Some possible definitions include “the
study of factors that govern our choice of language in social interaction and the
effects of our choice on others” (Crystal 1987:120), “the study of how utterances
have meanings in situations” (Leech 1983:x), and “the study of how more gets
communicated than is said” (Yule 1996: 3).

2. Sperber and Wilson’s relevance theory

In this book several pragmatic aspects of Internet-mediated communication are
analysed. As the main theoretical framework, I will use Sperber & Wilson’s (hence-
forth S&W) relevance theory (1986, 1995), a cognitive theory that has made a ma-
jor contribution to our understanding of how we produce and interpret language.
As its name indicates, the underlying hypothesis in this theory is that interpret-
ing stimuli (verbal or nonverbal communicative acts) is subject to an inherently
human search for relevance in the information that we process, an aspect that is
rooted in human psychology. Under subsequent headings some important tenets
of the theory will be commented upon. These will be used later in the description
of users’ communicative behaviour on the Internet.3

2. Tam using paradigm in the sense proposed by Thomas Kuhn, that is, as theoretical models
that provide scientific foundations and strategies that researchers within the paradigm invari-
ably follow (Kuhn 1975, see Alcaraz Varé 1990).

3. For general comments on this theory see Blakemore (1992), Carston & Powell (2005),
Escandell Vidal (1996a), S&W (1987), Vicente (1999), W&S (2002a, 2002b) and Yus (1996a,
1997a:79-136, 1998a, 2003a, 2006a, 2010a). Bibliographical references of studies that use this
theoretical model can be found in Yus (1998b, 2000a).
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2.1 The code model versus the inferential model

Traditionally, communication has been regarded as an almost automatic coding-
decoding activity, the so-called code model in which the words uttered by the
speaker are interpreted in a machine-like way by the interlocutor.# Needless to
say, communication is a much more complicated task and is subject to inferential
hypotheses on whose validity there is no guarantee or certainty, what S&W call
the inferential model. S&W do not deny the existence of coding in communica-
tion (we do use words to communicate our thoughts), but they locate it only at
the initial stages of interpretation, and argue that mere coding is insufficient for
understanding utterances and, consequently, must be combined with inference.
In Wilson’s (1994:47) words, an inferential approach is needed because

utterance interpretation is not a simple matter of decoding, but a fallible process
of hypothesis formation and evaluation [...] Because of mismatches in memory
and perceptual systems, the hearer may overlook a hypothesis that the speaker
thought would be highly salient, or notice a hypothesis that the speaker had over-
looked. Misunderstandings occur.5 The aim of a theory of communication is to
identify the principles underlying the hearer’s (fallible) choices.

In short, any type of utterance interpretation, either in physical settings (offline
communication) or on the Internet, involves an initial stage of decoding of the
words (said, typed) and a second stage of turning the schematic identification
of these words into fully contextualized propositions that match the sender’s in-
tended interpretation.

2.2 Ostension and intention

S&W assume the conceptualization of communication as grounded in inten-
tionality, an approach that can be traced back to researchers such as Grice or
Strawson, according to whom it is important to identify the speaker’s intention
to communicate for a correct interpretation of the utterance. In this sense, S&W
propose two kinds of intention, the informative intention (the intention to inform
the interlocutor of something) and the communicative intention (the intention to

4. In Sperber’s (1994: 181) words, according to the code model “failures of communication oc-
cur when encoding or decoding isn't done properly, or when noise damages the sound signal,
or, more significantly, when the codes of the interlocutors are not properly matched [...] If this
explanation is correct, then the ability to communicate linguistically shouldn’t be described as
intelligent at all”

5. See Yus (1998c, 1998d, 1999a, 1999b) for an application of this theory to misunderstandings.
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alert the interlocutor to this informative intention). With the latter, the speaker
can effectively draw the interlocutor’s attention and direct it to his/her inten-
tions. That is, not only the intention to inform is manifest, but mutually manifest
to both interlocutors (see next heading). In this case, the stimulus acquires an
ostensive quality. In this sense, linguistic communication is very useful because
whenever a person talks to us we immediately identify at least his/her commu-
nicative intention.

A consequence of this picture of communication is that only the interactions
that satisfy both types of intention are worth analysing by pragmatics, while ac-
cidental transmissions of information (the ones in which the speaker simply gives
off or exudes information without an intention® to communicate) are outside its
scope of analysis. For example, in the similar situations (5) and (6), only the latter
would deserve pragmatic analysis, even though in both of them inferential opera-
tions are performed in order to make sense of the other person’s behaviour:

(5) [Tom is walking along a street that leads to the railway station and sees his
friend Peter, who is carrying a suitcase. While walking fast, he looks at his
watch, worried. Tom infers correctly that Peter is hurrying to catch a train].

(6) [Tom is walking along a street that leads to the railway station and sees his
friend Peter, who is carrying a suitcase. Tom crosses the street and waves at
him. Peter waves back and, while looking at him, he points at his watch, with
a worried expression. Tom infers correctly that Peter is trying to communicate
that he is hurrying to catch a train and has no time to talk to him].

2.3 Manifestness. Cognitive environments

People construct different concepts and representations of the world, just as their
personal experiences are different. S&W call this array of information cognitive
environments, which are formed in the following way: the facts about the world
are manifest to a person only if this person is capable of representing them men-
tally and accepting their representations as valid (S&W 1987:699). The sum of all
facts that are manifest to a person makes up his/her cognitive environment. The
total cognitive environment of individuals consists not only of the facts that they
know, but also of all the facts that they are capable of knowing at a specific time

and place (ibid.).

6. In Yus (1997b, 1998e) a pragmatic verbal-visual model of communication was proposed,
made up of sixteen cases, and half of them were devoted to the analysis of (non)verbal behav-
iours that transfer information with no underlying communicative intention.
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S&W propose an extension of the term cognitive environment to assump-
tions (weaker than facts that are known) and introduce the notion of degrees of
manifestness, since every time we identify a stimulus, some assumptions about it
are more accessible than others. Needless to say, information that is simply mani-
fest to individuals is weaker than the information that they know and of which
they already have a mental representation (S&W 1986:40). Besides, since mani-
fest information is weaker than known information, they propose the notion of
mutual manifestness, which replaces the more traditional term mutual knowledge.
According to S&W, mutual manifestness does not have the same limitations as
mutual knowledge.

In a nutshell, during conversations the interlocutors are exposed to a great
deal of contextual information of a physical and conceptual quality. In this sense,
S&W propose the term mutual cognitive environment for the amount of informa-
tion that is manifest to both interlocutors in a specific situation. Inside this cog-
nitive environment, the information that both interlocutors are aware that they
share is called mutually manifest assumptions. Therefore, communication is basi-
cally an attempt to make certain information (“a set of assumptions” in relevance-
theoretic terminology) mutually manifest to both interlocutors. This applies to
any kind of communication including Internet-mediated communication.

2.4 (Non-demonstrative) inference and deduction

In the course of interpreting an utterance, hearers (and Internet users) identify its
logical form, that is, the sequence of words that make up the utterance, regard-
less of context. Then, they construct its propositional form inferentially, together
with a hypothesis as to the intended explicit and/or implicated interpretation
(explicature and implicature, respectively), and in parallel to the retrieval of the
necessary contextual information to obtain the interpretation(s). S&W claim that
addressees engage in a mutual parallel adjustment of explicit information, impli-
cated conclusions and context.

Specifically, inference is a mental operation that individuals perform in their
assessment of other people’s communicative and informative intentions and on
which they base their own utterances. Inference is affected by a number of con-
textual factors, including the socio-cultural specificity of the speech community
to which interlocutors belong:

In order to become a competent speaker of a natural language it is not enough to
know a number of rules for grammatical construction, semantic and phonologi-
cal reference, etc., but it is also necessary to use a wide range of “commonsense”
knowledge and inferences and principles about other people’s inner and inten-
tional worlds. (Belinchon et al. 1992:184)
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Inference, then, would fill the gap between the semantic representation of the
utterance (context-free, decoded) and what the utterance actually communicates
(in context, inferred) (S&W 1987:697). Inference is defined as the process by
which an assumption is accepted as true o probably true depending on the truth
or probable truth of other assumptions.

S&W defend a model which stresses the role of the addressee when inferring
the speaker’s communicative and informative intentions, that is, when generating
hypotheses as to the purpose of an utterance. Specifically, they defend a notion of
nondemonstrative inference, since there is no way in which we can ensure which
cognitive operations lead to a correct inference, nor are there any ways to measure,
a priori, the eventual success of the production of inferences: “in demonstrative
inference [...] the truth of the premises guarantees the truth of the conclusions. In
nondemonstrative inference, the truth of the premises merely makes the truth of
the conclusions probable” (S&W ibid.: 701).

However, although human inference is not, in a strict sense, logical, it does
use deductive rules that individuals apply spontaneously before confirming in-
terpretive hypotheses. Inferential processes work with the individual’s previous
mental representations and factual assumptions about the world. Each new in-
ferred stimulus is combined with pre-existing ones in order to modify and im-
prove the general picture of the world that everybody possesses. Deduction would
be the result of combining new information P to old information C stored in the
person’s mind. S&W call this cognitive operation contextualization. This opera-
tion may lead to cognitive effects,” which are produced when C is altered in some
relevant way, leading to the strengthening, suppression or combination of previ-
ous assumptions.

2.5 Sources of information in a context

According to relevance theory, context is a subset of one’s assumptions about
the world that is used in the interpretation of stimuli. This entails a dynamic and
mental view of context opposed to the traditional and static view of context as
“given beforehand” or “taken for granted” that we can find in certain pragmatic
research.

7. Initially called contextual effects. In later publications, S&W distinguished between positive
and negative cognitive effects, the former being the only ones that are beneficial to the person.
Obviously, human beings search for relevance in terms of “positive” cognitive effects. From now
on, whenever the term cognitive effects is mentioned in this book, it will mean “positive cogni-
tive effects”
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Context can be divided into a number of informative sources from which
the individual can gather information when inferring the speaker’s (or Internet
user’s) intended interpretation. For example, the hearer can gather information
from previous utterances in the same conversation (the processing of which is
still vivid in the hearer’s short-term memory store), from the physical setting,
from encyclopaedic knowledge, etc.8 Imagine, for instance, that in situation (7a)
the speaker intends to make mutually manifest his intention to be ironic with the
utterance (7b):

(7) a. [A cold, windy and rainy evening in London; two people trapped
in a traffic jam).
b. [Smiling, with a noticeable ironic tone of voice] When a man is tired
of London, he is tired of life.

The hearer of (7b) can gather information from a number of contextual sources®
that invalidate the possibility that the speaker is willing to communicate the literal
meaning of his words: (1) the fact that the utterance is a famous quote attrib-
uted to Dr. Johnson; (2) the hearer’s encyclopaedic knowledge of the weather in
London; (3) information from the physical context (rain, wind); (4) the speaker’s
smile and tone of voice; and (5) the hearer’s information of the speaker’s overall
opinion about London. All of this contextual saturation helps the hearer to iden-
tify the intended irony almost immediately.

Therefore, for every hearer there is an initial context of comprehension, made
up of a previous utterance in the conversation, but this context can (and often
has to be) varied and widened in the hearer’s search for the relevance of the utter-
ance. This operation may be beneficial or detrimental to that search for relevance:
“since variations in context may increase or decrease the relevance of the proposi-
tion that is being processed, the goal of reaching an optimal level of relevance may
constrain the choice of context” (W&S 1986:593).

8. Insubsequent chapters I will analyse the discursive strategies to which Internet users resort
in order to compensate for the loss of contextual information that is provoked by the cyber-
media that are still used as text-based communication, compared to other “richer” media.

9. In Yus (1998f, 2000b, 2000c, 2006b, 2007a, 2009a) I argue that the human being is capable
of processing information from multiple contextual sources, either simultaneously or in se-
quence, as part of the inherent search for the relevance of the utterance. I also argue that the
redundancy produced by the multiple activation of these sources (or the contextual saturation
provided by a sequential activation) may reduce the mental effort required for interpreting
irony effectively. This multiple or sequential activation is the basis of my proposal of a criterion
of optimal accessibility to irony.
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2.6 Relevance: Interest (cognitive effects) vs. processing effort

Cognitive effects are generated when the addressee processes new assumptions
(e.g. assumptions from an utterance which has just been said) against infor-
mation already stored or highly accessible. Hence, it is not only a matter of
identifying assumptions, but also a task of evaluating the outcome of adding
these assumptions to already stored or accessible information. In general, the
higher the number of cognitive effects, the more relevance will be obtained.
Especially interesting for relevance theory is the cognitive combination of new
information and contextual information (stored or accessible assumptions) that
generates contextual implications. These can only be obtained from the union of
both types of information. For example, only by combining the new informa-
tion provided by Ann’s answer in (8a) and contextual information (8b) (acces-
sible from Tom’s encyclopaedic knowledge), can a contextual implication such
as (8c) be derived:

(8) a. Tom: Hey Ann! Are you going to Mike’s party on Saturday?
Ann: My parents are away this weekend.

b. [Ann has a grandmother who needs constant care. Normally it is her
parents that look after her, but if they are away, Ann has to do it].

¢.  Ann can’t go to the party on Saturday.

An assumption that generates no cognitive effect is irrelevant: “an assumption is
relevant in a context if and only if it has some contextual effect in that context”
(S&W 1986:22). However, this is only one side of the coin. There also has to be
some way of measuring degrees of relevance, of explaining how a certain context
is selected and new information is processed against this context for the deriva-
tion of effects. This idea of degrees of relevance is covered by the claim that all
information-processing demands mental effort and that the greater this effort is,
the lesser the relevance will be. In conclusion, the definition of relevance is formu-
lated as two conditions (S&W 1995:265-266):

Conditiona.  An assumption is relevant to an individual to the extent that the
positive cognitive effects achieved when it is optimally processed
are large.

Conditionb.  An assumption is relevant to an individual to the extent that the
effort required to achieve these positive cognitive effects is small.
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2.7 Presumption of relevance, principle of relevance

The degree of relevance of stimuli is variable and context-dependent. An utterance
may be very relevant in one context and utterly irrelevant in another context. Thus,
there is no guarantee that assumptions will invariably be regarded as relevant, let
alone that they will end up being processed at a conceptual level. However, os-
tensive stimuli, those which comply with the communicative and informative
intentions (with which the speaker calls the interlocutor’s attention towards an
intention to communicate information) do carry a presumption or expectation
of their eventual relevance. Consequently they are initially worth processing. Of
course, the addressee plays an important part in the eventual (ir)relevance of the
stimulus (e.g. an utterance), which will depend on the effort demanded for its
processing and the number of cognitive effects that can be derived. In this cogni-
tive model there is a kind of “division of labour” between the speaker (devising an
utterance that communicates his/her thoughts efficiently) and the hearer (assum-
ing the effort required to process the utterance, accessing contextual information
and selecting one interpretation among the choice of interpretations of the same
utterance in a specific situation). Interpretation, in short, is a trade-off between
the search for interest in utterances (i.e. cognitive effects) and the mental effort
demanded for the derivation of these effects. The presumption of optimal relevance
is, logically, divided into two premises (S&W 1995:267 and 270):

Premise a. The ostensive stimulus is relevant enough to be worth the audience’s
processing effort.

Premise b. The ostensive stimulus is the most relevant one compatible with a
communicator’s abilities and preferences.

Processing the information that an utterance makes manifest is subject to risks
and effort: the risk of not knowing exactly which assumptions, among the array of
assumptions that every communicative act makes manifest, are the ones that the
speaker intends the hearer to select (Blakemore 1992:21) and the effort to select
a proposition and to process it in context. This is why every ostensive act of com-
munication carries a presumption of its eventual relevance; the speaker is aware
of the mental effort that he/she is demanding from the interlocutor and makes
manifest the presumption that processing the utterance is going to be worth the
effort. Besides, human beings are biologically geared to paying attention to po-
tentially relevant stimuli and, since every act of ostensive behaviour carries a pre-
sumption of relevance (they call this presumption principle of relevance), ostensive
communication is bound to be successful.

The hearer, in short, has to identify which assumptions the hearer is trying to
make mutually manifest and satisfy this presumption of relevance, and also has to
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make hypotheses as to the content of these assumptions and access the intended
contextual information that aids in selecting the right interpretation. All of these
cognitive operations could be too effort-demanding if the hearer engaged in the
task of assessing every possible interpretation and then decided which of them
was the intended one (i.e. the most relevant). S&W (1986: 167) propose, instead,
that the first interpretation that provides the highest number of cognitive effects
in exchange for the least effort is the one that the hearer is bound to select, dis-
missing, at the same time, any other competing interpretations whose balance (of
effects/effort) is not so optimal.

In later publications the principle of relevance has been divided into two
parallel principles, one of a purely cognitive quality (cognitive principle of rel-
evance), that claims that human beings are geared to the maximization of rel-
evance, and a more communication-connoted one (communicative principle of
relevance) and the inherent object of research within a cognitive pragmatics of
human communication.

However, the cognitive principle of relevance is also important, since it gov-
erns all the cognitive behaviour of the individual and this principle is deeply
rooted in human psychology and hence unavoidable. We resort to this principle
when, in our daily lives, we filter out all the potentially irrelevant information
from the world around us (for instance when we are unable to remember most of
the people that pass by us in the street). A search for relevance guided by this cog-
nitive principle has played a major evolutionary role in human survival. Addition-
ally, we tend to select from context only the amount and quality of information
that might be useful in order to draw interesting conclusions (the availability of
contextual information is vast, but we have developed an ability to access only the
potentially relevant information, the one that really aids in our interpretation of
the world and of other people’s utterances). Finally, we are also geared to combin-
ing new information with already stored information in order to draw relevant
conclusions. All this is covered by this cognitive principle of relevance. An example
of how old and new information are combined in a search for relevance and al-
lows for interesting conclusions is provided in (9)-(11) below (Yus 2010a):

(9) New information (visual input):
A yellow Mercedes is parked near our Department.

(10) Information already available (from encyclopaedic knowledge):
a. Professor Smith, who supervises my thesis, owns a yellow Mercedes.
b. Professor Smith usually takes the bus to the university.
¢.  Only when he intends to stay at university till late in the evening does
he drive his car to university (since there are no late buses returning to
where he lives).
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(11) (Relevant) conclusion (inferred by combining (9) and (10)):
This evening I will be able to discuss with him at length how my thesis is
progressing.

S&W claim that in a situation where (9) is processed, (11) would be relevant since
it can only result from the combination of (9) and (10). A similar procedure also
applies to linguistic communication and, as I claim in this book, also to Internet-
mediated communication.

This cognitive principle is at work in any kind of processing of stimuli, both
verbal and visual (and also applies to one’s own thoughts in a specific situation,
some of which are more likely to be entertained than others), but S&W narrow
this broad application of the principle to the analysis of verbal communication, as
we can deduce from the main objective of relevance theory: “to identify underly-
ing mechanisms, rooted in human psychology, which explain how humans com-
municate with one another” (S&W 1986:32).

Of special interest is the fact that the application of these cognitive and com-
municative principles is influenced by the attributes of the medium used. In the
case of Internet-mediated communication, certain procedures for obtaining and
filtering information are frequent and these differ from the ones used in other
channels of communication. For example, it is very common, especially among
adolescents who have mastered the use of the Net, to engage in so-called multi-
tasking. Adolescents usually chat with other users while answering messages from
Messenger and searching for information in a portal, and in all of these simultane-
ous activities these adolescents are also searching for relevance and dismissing po-
tentially irrelevant information, even though some supplementary mental effort
is required in order to engage in this multi-tasking successfully (see Baron 2008a,
2008b). In fact, it could well be the case that multi-tasking might be altering the
way information is processed and stored and, eventually, the very organization
and functioning of the human brain (see Yus 2007¢, 2008b; Salvucci & Taatgen
2011). As a consequence of paying attention to multiple sources of potential rel-
evance and trying to process all of them in parallel, Internet users might develop
a reluctance to devote cognitive resources to stimuli that do not offer immediate
reward or involve deferred relevance, as happens when we read a long novel (see
Carr 2010).10

Within pragmatics, the communicative principle of relevance (“every act of os-
tensive communication conveys the presumption of its own optimal relevance”) is

10. “A novel has a message, but you have to work a lot to understand it, it takes effort, the author
will not give it to you” (Umberto Eco, in a conversation with Javier Marias, El Pais, 22-1-2011,
Babelia, p. 16).
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the one specifically applied to verbal communication. When this principle is satis-
fied (normally, whenever anybody addresses us, but also when processing docu-
ments such as novels, news items, web pages, blogs, etc.), addressees undertake
an interpretive task which aims at selecting the most appropriate interpretation
from the range of interpretations that the utterance (or text!!) might have in the
current context (W&S 2002a:256). In principle, hearers will follow the following
general inferential procedure:

a. Follow a path of least effort in constructing an interpretation of the utterance
(and in particular in resolving ambiguities and referential indeterminacies, in
going beyond linguistic meaning, in supplying contextual assumptions, com-
puting implicatures, etc.).

b. Stop when their expectations of relevance are satisfied.

3.  Cyberpragmatics

Over the last few years, the development of technologies that help humans to
communicate with one another beyond physical barriers has been enormous.
Their impact on how language is produced and interpreted is also an important
aspect and an inherent object of analysis for pragmatics.

We are now, more than ever, aided in our eagerness to communicate with
one another by technologies that keep us in permanent connection with other
people. And the Internet, together with the mobile phone, are impressive tech-
nologies that make it possible to share information and engage in conversations
and interactions with other people regardless of where they are physically located.
Nowadays, the Net is used for fostering communities and shaping one’s identity
(see Chapter 2), searching and retrieving information, reading documents on web
pages (see Chapter 3), creating and developing social networking sites and inter-
active blogs (see Chapter 4), engaging in synchronous virtual conversations (see
Chapter 5), and exchanging e-mails (see Chapter 6), among other possible forms
of interaction.

Cyberpragmatics was coined in 2001 for a cognitive pragmatics study of
Internet-mediated communication (see Yus 2001a, 2001b, 2010b, forthcoming a).
Its main interest is the analysis of how information is produced and interpreted
within the Internet environment. It is also interested in how users access contex-
tual information (often limited if compared to other context-saturated situations

11. From now on, the term “utterance” will cover all kinds of coded information communi-
cated on the Net, oral or written (typed).
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such as face-to-face conversations) in order to fill in the informative gaps between
what users type on the keyboard and what they really intend to communicate.
There are important pragmatic consequences (related to variations in accessibil-
ity to context) that the different forms of communication on the Net exhibit, and
therefore there are also consequences on the amount and quality of information
communicated and interpreted therein. Specifically, a number of hypotheses on
Internet-mediated communication make up the foundations of cyberpragmatics:

1. On the Internet, the “addresser users” have communicative intentions and
devise their utterances with the expectation that these intentions will end up
being relevant to the other users and that their utterances will be interpreted
correctly. Since users are aware that, in principle, there are multiple ways in
which their utterances can be coded, they type (or talk in voice-enabled Inter-
net communication) with the expectation that these coded utterances will be
adequate evidence to lead “addressee users” effectively towards the intended
interpretation.

2. Internet users use inferential strategies when they interpret messages on
the Net, and these do not differ from the ones used for the comprehension
of utterances in oral conversations shaped by physical co-presence. We are
equipped with a biologically evolved tendency to maximize the relevance of
the utterances that we process, but we do not apply different inferential pro-
cedures for our interpretation of stimuli (verbal and nonverbal) in physical or
virtual contexts.

3. Internet users expect their interlocutors to be able to access the necessary
amount of contextual information that will allow them to arrive at a correct
interpretation of their utterances. In the same way, their interlocutors will
invariably access contextual information as a necessary stage in a relevance-
oriented interpretation of these utterances.

4. 'The attributes of the different cyber-media (chat rooms, e-mail, messenger,
web pages, social networking sites...) influence the quality of the user’s access
to contextual information, the amount of information obtained, the interpre-
tation selected, the cognitive effects derived and the mental effort involved in
obtaining these effects.

Figure 1.1 summarizes these claims. Cyberpragmatics analyses communicative
exchanges that take place among Internet users using the different cyber-media
available. “Sender users” predict that their interlocutors will draw relevant con-
clusions by accessing the necessary contextual information. In the same way,
“addressee users” will search for relevance in the utterances (or pictures, videos,
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Figure 1.1 Internet-mediated communication according to cyberpragmatics

podcasts...) that they process. Consequently, context plays a major role both in
the production and interpretation of information on the Net, in the same way as
in face-to-face interactions.

It should be stressed that S&W propose a much more dynamic view of con-
text, specifically as a subset of the person’s mental store of information, than the
one proposed in the early decades of pragmatic research, as I have already pointed
out above. The actual access to contextual information is constrained by the inter-
pretive requirements of the stimulus (utterance, picture, nonverbal behaviour...)
being processed. On the Internet, the accessibility to contextual information is
also constrained by the quality of the different channels of communication and
their place in the oral/written, visual/verbal and synchronous/asynchronous di-
chotomies, which alters, to a greater or lesser extent, the way in which users pre-
dict and obtain relevance. Besides, these cyber-media are in constant evolution,
and new qualities are constantly added that alter the position of the medium in
the aforementioned dichotomies. For instance, traditional text-based chat rooms
have incorporated voice and video (web cam) in the last few years, and this devel-
opment has had consequences regarding the quality and quantity of contextual
information that can be accessed during interpretation and on the overall assess-
ment of relevance by the users of chat rooms.



16

Cyberpragmatics

4.  Cyberpragmatics, cognition and the Internet

Information and communication technologies (ICT) and their users influence
one another. On the one hand, people often make innovative (and often sur-
prising) uses of these technologies, which affect the subsequent designs of new
models and also the quality of the interactions that occur between people when
they use these technologies. An example would be SMS communication between
mobile phones (texting). This was initially a marginal feature of the design of mo-
bile phones, but the growing (and surprising) popularity of this service, especially
among adolescents, led to redesigning the device, the introduction of new effort-
saving typing options, etc.12

Besides, the position that a cyber-medium occupies in the oral/written, visual/
verbal and synchronous/asynchronous dichotomies influences, as I have already
stated, the quality and quantity of interactions on the Net.13 A central objective of
analysis within cyberpragmatics is to determine to what extent these qualities of
cyber-media affect the estimation of relevance, that is, how they affect the assess-
ment of the cognitive effects that may be derived and the mental effort demanded
in return. In this sense, a number of “alterations” of relevance may be produced by
the different qualities of these media for Internet-mediated communication (see
Yus 2007c, 2008b, 2010c, forthcoming a).

1. There is a close link between the estimation of relevance and the general
use of technologies and interfaces for Internet communication. Indeed, users who
have problems getting connected to the Net, who do not master the protocols and

12. In this book there is no chapter devoted to the mobile phone and SMS texting. However,
it is now evident that mobile phones and the Internet are undergoing an increasing process of
mutual hybridity. The new smart phones allow users to surf the Net, send e-mails, engage in
virtual conversations, access and update their social networking sites, etc. As I will argue in
Chapter 8, cyberpragmatic research will have to widen its scope in the near future and cover
Internet-mediated interactions maintained through mobile phones and texting (another type of
virtualized communication in which the physical location of the interlocutors is unimportant).
Besides, as has been reported by the Pew Internet Project (Horrigan 2009), the use of the mobile
phone has an impact on the way Internet is used. Something similar happens with modern tel-
evisions, typically outside Internet research, but which are currently being “invaded” by the In-
ternet as yet another type of terminal for accessing the Net (see Alandete 2009a; Grau 2010).

13. Kwasnik & Crowston (2005:79-80) wonder “whether digital genres emerge from what peo-
ple do on the web, or whether the technology itself affords ways of doing things that people can
then discover and exploit” There is no easy answer, since users tend to repurpose technologies, as
in the SMS texting mentioned above. Even more problematic, according to these authors, is the
fact that “many technologies are converging — voice, image, text, databases, computing — creating
opportunities for combining and recombining genres of many different kinds in inventive ways
and for unexpected purposes,” that is, creating alterations in the aforementioned dichotomies.
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software for virtual interactions, etc. will face increased effort even before engaging
in interactions. Expert users, by contrast, will make the best use of the technology
and of the options for interaction that it offers at a low cost in mental effort. Even
the type of discourse exhibited indicates which users are experts in using technolo-
gies for Internet-mediated communication (Yus 2003b). For example, in chat rooms
novice users tend to type a lot of text, as in (12), while users that master the tech-
niques of virtual conversations will leave implicit (i.e. not typed) all the information
that they guess that their interlocutors will be able to supply (infer) by themselves,
as in (13a) which, in the context of the topic of this chat room (the official website
of Operacion Triunfo, a TV contest for would-be singers, similar to Face Academy in
Britain), would really communicate the information in italics in (13b):

(12) <mariabisb> rosa tiene una voz bonita pero le falta mucha autoridad en el
escenario. En eso le dan 100 vueltas chenoa y bisbal, y manu.
[Rosa has a nice voice but she lacks authority on the stage. Chenoa and Bisbal
and Manu beat her hands down in that].14

(13) a. <Bisbaal>y creo qn tienen dntro d la academia.
[I think they don’t have in the academy].

b. <Bisbaal> y[o] creo q[ue] [los concursantes de Operacion Triunfo] n[o]
tienen [un ordenador conectado a Internet] d[e]ntro d[e] la academia
[de Operacion Triunfo] [en la que estdn concursando para convertirse en
cantantes profesionales].
[I think that the contestants of Fame Academy don’t have a computer
connected to the Internet in the Academy where they are trying to become
professional singers].

2. One of the objectives of cyberpragmatics is to analyse the challenge that Inter-
net users face when they attempt to connote their messages so that they can be
closer to speech, that is, when they try to compensate for the lack of oral attributes
of typed text. The cues-filtered quality of text typed on the keyboard may demand,
on some occasions, supplementary mental effort and it may be more difficult to
identify other users’ underlying intentions, attitudes, feelings and emotions, thus
also altering the eventual relevance of text-based communication (Yus 2005a).
Therefore, all cyber-media can be placed on a scale of contextualization rang-
ing from highly context-saturated media (videoconferencing, Internet-enabled
phone calls, chat rooms with web cam, etc.) to highly cues-filtered text-based

14. The samples collected for this book were mainly taken from Spanish cyber-media. Wher-
ever possible, I will provide a translation in italics following similar linguistic strategies as the
ones found in the Spanish samples.
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media (traditional chat rooms, e-mail, instant messaging, etc.).15 Although in all
the cases there is an information-gap that has to be filled inferentially, in media
that provide few options for contextualization an increased level of mental effort
might be produced during this inferential activity. In other words, according to
the so-called underdeterminacy thesis, there are always information-gaps to be
filled inferentially, both between what the speaker says and what the speaker in-
tends to communicate, and between what the speaker says and what the hearer
picks up as an interpretation, as summarized in (14) below:

(14) a. What the speaker intends to communicate.
[only resembles...].
b. What the speaker literally says.
[only resembles...].

c.  What the hearer interprets.

Crucially, the cyber-media that are unable to communicate effectively the vocal
and visual information that is available in face-to-face conversations, for example
the interfaces of text-based chat rooms, might generate supplementary informa-
tion-gaps to be filled inferentially by the addressee, as summarized in (15):

(15) a. What the “sender user” intends to communicate.
[only resembles...].

b. What the “sender user” could have said (in a context-saturated
face-to-face conversation).
[only resembles...].

c.  What the “sender user” actually types.
[only resembles...].

d. What the “addressee user” could have listened to (in a context-saturated
face-to-face conversation).
[only resembles...].

15. Several authors have proposed similar scales. Baltes et al. (2002) propose a scale around two
axes: one of synchrony and the other of presence/absence of oral and visual cues. The scale pre-
dicts one extreme of high contextual saturation, as in face-to-face conversations, and another
extreme of minimal contextual support, as in the traditional written letter, and in between
we would place media such as teleconferencing, chat rooms and e-mail. Hard af Segerstad &
Ljungstrand (2002) make a similar proposal of a scale, this time on a single axis: on the left we
would place asynchronous media with minimal feeling of “social presence”; on the right, we
would place synchronous media with greater feeling of co-presence. On this single axis the
following media would be listed, from left to right: traditional letter, e-mail, chat room, instant
messaging (e.g. Messenger) and face-to-face interaction.
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e.  What the “addressee user” actually reads.
[only resembles...].
f.  What the “addressee user” interprets.

Of course, users resort to a number of techniques in order to connote texts with
oral qualities, giving rise to what can be labelled oralized written text (Yus 2001a)
or textual deformation (Yus 2005a), basically consisting of creative spelling, repeti-
tions of letters and punctuation marks, together with the use of emoticons ( :-) ),
all of which will be studied in Chapter 5. This deformation is not only intended
to enrich typed text with oral connotations, but also to communicate feelings and
emotions more accurately. An example would be (16a), sent to a chat room. From
this message we can deduce that (16b) would be the resulting proposition after
being contextualized by the user, while (16¢) would be the explicit interpretation
of the utterance (its explicature in relevance-theoretic terminology) plus the at-
titudinal schema favoured by the presence of the question mark. Finally, (16d)
would be the resulting proposition after the interpretation of the repeated ques-
tion mark as a signal of the user’s feeling of impatience:

(16) a. <nenita69> alguien de torrejon de ardoz???222?
[Anybody from Torrejon de Ardoz???22?2?].
b. [Is there] anybody from Torrejon de Ardoz [connected to this channel]
[who wants to chat with me]?

C. <nenita69> is asking if anybody from Torrején de Ardoz [who is con-
nected to this channel] [wants to chat with her].

d. <nenita69> is asking with insistence if anybody from Torrején de Ardoz
[who is connected to this channel] [wants to chat with her].

3. However, the improved qualities of the design of cyber-media for Internet-
mediated interactions do not invariably lead to parallel improvements in the
quality and quantity of information produced and processed, and also to im-
provements in the eventual balances of cognitive effects and mental effort. For
example, avatar-centred communication is a huge evolution, in terms of contex-
tualization, from traditional chat rooms. But managing the nonverbal behaviour
of avatars in virtual worlds such as Second Life and, at the same time, typing words
for verbal communication with other avatars may be really difficult without a
clear reward (see Chapter 5). Besides, many users distrust advances in contextu-
alization because they convey a more faithful or realistic image of themselves (in-
stead of the limited inferences that can be drawn from plain text), which might be
counterproductive. Surprisingly, in spite of the availability of rich Internet media
for interactions, many users still resort to the “secure” environment of text-based
communication that masks or neutralizes personal information (Yus 2001b).
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4. As I will argue in Chapter 3, the transference of oftline discourses to the
specific properties of the Net and the computer screen requires an adaptation of
these discourses to the new environment, specifically in terms of how much infor-
mation from the original text is preserved and organized in a new link-structur-
ing pattern, how the interface is designed for usability, and how the initial balance
of effects and effort can be maintained or improved in the new discourse of the
Net. Two examples will be analysed in that chapter: the cybernewspaper versus the
printed paper (see Yus 2003d) and the Internet advertisement (e.g. the banner)
versus the printed advertisement (see Yus 2005c).

5. The social quality of many texts or discourses created on the Internet may
provide a benefit that somehow compensates for the mental effort demanded for
their production and interpretation, for example providing a strengthening of
group- or community-related assumptions. We are immersed now in the so-called
Web 2.0, the age of cooperative networks of users, and it comes as no surprise that
Time Magazine elected the ordinary Internet user as their “person of the year” in
2006, acknowledging users’ desire to share information collectively (as in YouTube
or Wikipedia). In these cases, the effort required to produce the vast amount of in-
formation made available on the Net is compensated for by a feeling of community,
of “being there,” that allows for an eventual positive balance in relevance terms.

6. At the same time, this social orientation of user-generated content may be
detrimental to the estimation of relevance. For example, an excess of information
may reduce the credibility of the source and the user’s willingness to process it. To
make matters worse, much information on the Internet is not structured under
an organizing hierarchy of documents; there is often no “authority” that filters out
the useless information and directs the user towards potentially relevant docu-
ments, and in this case the user has to take full responsibility for this filtering,
adding mental effort to the task of processing information on the Net.

7. Finally, some illegal uses of the Internet may increase processing effort enor-
mously and reduce the eventual relevance of the page accessed. Among them, the
following instances can be listed: (a) spam e-mail messages, which make it really
difficult to browse incoming e-mail (see Chapter 6); (b) some nicks in chat rooms
are fake ones, and when we click on them with the purpose of having a private con-
versation with the user who has this nick, we are taken to a web page instead, where
some product is advertised; (c) the pop-up advertisements that annoy users who are
trying to read the information on a web page; and (d) hacker assaults on pages such
as Wikipedia, altering the content of entries and lowering their credibility.

In subsequent chapters I propose to study, with the aid of the cognitive prag-
matics framework of relevance theory, the specificity of Internet-mediated com-
munication. But ideas from other theories and models will also be incorporated
into each chapter insofar as they contribute to a better understanding of this in-
creasingly popular form of human communication and interaction.



CHAPTER 2

The presentation of self in everyday web use

1. Introduction

On December 18th 1998 the film You've got mail was first shown in the USA. In
this film, the main characters Kathleen and Joe (played by Meg Ryan and Tom
Hanks, respectively) have an intense romance through e-mail communication,
with both of them masked behind the nicks NY152 (Joe) and Shopgirl (Kathleen).
However, in their physical lives they are enemies that hate each other intensely.
This is just one example of how the Internet modifies or moulds the public presen-
tation of people’s identities and the challenges that Internet-mediated communi-
cation poses for the study of human interactions, not only as just another medium
of communication (Belson 1994, Vidal Jiménez 2000), but also as a powerful tool
for the definition and development of identities and personalities, together with
the creation and consolidation of virtual groups and communities.

The title of this chapter is adapted from the famous micro-sociological analy-
sis by Goffman (1987 [1959]). Goffman’s differentiation between the roles that we
play in society and the real identity that is hidden behind the “social facade” is
undoubtedly applicable to Internet-mediated communication, where users’ iden-
tities often remain backstage in intimacy, while other electronic identities play
their parts in the visible area of the social stage. In this chapter I will show how the
individual’s identity is influenced, in both cases, by interactions, by the social use
of language and by the feeling of community, group or network membership.

2. Discourse and sources of identity

Throughout their lives, people assume a number of discursive features and inter-
active behaviours that eventually shape them in their growth as human beings.
These features arise from a general tendency of humans to gather together and
establish social ties, a tendency which Allott (1998) labels as groupism. This is why
many pragmatic studies have underlined the importance of the social context in
human communication (see Akman 2000). Initially, we can represent the links
between discourse and identity as an inverted triangle (see Yus 2002a). At the
wide top area of the triangle we can place the discursive features of macro-social
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quality assumed (and often inherited) by the individual such as race, sex, nation-
ality or specific speech community membership. In the middle part of the triangle
we can place social groups whose membership the individual chooses and which
are often linked to inherent jargons that mark frontiers of discursive specificity.
Finally, at the narrow bottom part of the triangle we can place the individual as a
unique holder of personal identity (the self) whose discursive features, shaped as
a unique idiolect, differentiate this individual from the others.

One of the main sources of identity is the speech community (Gumperz
1971:114, 1989). Sometimes, as happens in Quebec or Catalonia, the language of
a community may even be the subject of heated political debate, which reinforces
the ties that bind people to their shared language and hence stresses their group
identity. But individuals may also choose to belong to specific social groups re-
lated to specific jargons. This belonging enhances their intra-group identity, com-
plemented with their inter-group identity of not belonging to other speech groups
or communities. Very often, as in well-known urban tribes, specific jargons are
linked to strong submissions to certain codes or patterns of nonverbal behaviour,
including artifactual communication, that is, communication through objects
such as clothing, complements (e.g. piercings) and other visual symbols of strong
group identification.! Finally, the bottom vertex of the triangle would be occupied
by the person’s individual identity (self), which is shaped and moulded through
conversational interactions with others in daily life. In fact, human beings are
constantly negotiating their discursive identity with other people, a process which
Boxer & Cortés-Conde (1997:282) call relational identity. In this sense, Goffman
(1987) describes human beings as interactive constructions, in which individuals
negotiate their the personal images (faces) with other people or in which they
position themselves against others (Davies & Harre 1990).

This three-fold representation of discursive identity as layers in an inverted
triangle is re-inverted, as it were, on the Internet (Figure 2.1). Indeed, the initial
wide area at the top of the triangle, made up of macro-social aspects of discursive
identity, undergoes a process of minimization or fragmentation due to the users’
ability to interact with other users who belong to speech communities that are
geographically and culturally distant. This world-wide interaction may dilute the
markers of macro-social discursive identity, while other important macro-social

1. An important term, in this sense, is social network (Milroy 1978, 1992; Milroy & Milroy
1992), which represents the intensity of discursive social exchanges within a community and
which is to acquire special relevance for research on Internet-mediated communication (be-
cause of the growing popularity of social networking sites on the Net and the rise of personal
networks of a hybrid physical-virtual quality; see Chapter 4). Le Page’s (1986) acts of identity are
also worth mentioning here, a phrase that describes human beings’ tendency to reflect upon the
linguistic attributes of those social groups they want to belong to or identify themselves with.
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Inherited features
(nationality, sex, status, race...)

Acquired features
(epistemological communities)

Personal
features

Physical (idiolect)

Virtual Inherited

features

Acquired features
(newsgroups, mailing lists,
web forums)

Personal features
(multiple identities, varied roles, alter
egos-avatars-)

Figure 2.1 Discursive sources of physical-virtual identity

(and inherited) attributes such as the user’s sex or race simply disappear in text-
based virtual interactions. This is one more aspect of today’s globalization, which
has led to a physical network society (Castells 1997; Echeverria 1994, 1999), a vir-
tual network society in cyberspace (Garton et al. 1997, Beamish 1995, Reid 1991,
Warschauer 2000) and, nowadays, a society of personal networks with a hybrid
physical-virtual mixture of interactions (Yus 2005b, 2007b).
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The former middle layer of the inverted triangle in offline sources of identity
would be similar to that of online groups, but on the Internet these would be re-
placed with virtual alternatives such as newsgroups, online forums or e-mail dis-
tribution lists. But these virtual groups shape, in a similar way, the user’s identity
by means of a set of tight intra-group markers of discursive identity. Indeed, these
social groups on the Net also exhibit jargons and assumed shared information
that are only available to those users who belong to the group (Watson 1997:106,
Cutler 1995:20) and become one more source of group cohesion (Donath 1999,
Maldonado 1998, Meyrowitz 1985:143-144). For example, it is typical of certain
newsgroups to use specific abbreviations and acronyms that create discursive bar-
riers of comprehensibility for non-members of the group (Thomsen et al. 1998).

Finally, the former bottom vertex of the inverted triangle that represents the
person’s identity (self) shaped as idiolect would suffer a process of multiplication
and/or fragmentation on the Internet due to the possibility of forming multiple
virtual identities that are added to the physical identity, overlap with it or even
replace it in extreme cases.2

3. The (speech) community

People store a number of commonsense assumptions that emanate from the hu-
man environment and our trust in these assumptions is not easily altered by other
in-coming stimuli. The fact that we belong to a specific speech community entails
the creation and storage of certain archetypical assumptions that we accept as
“normal” in the ordinary life of the community. For those belonging to a com-
munity it is interesting to observe the extent of the mutual cognitive environment
that exists among them, that is, to assess which area of the individual cognitive
environments of the people of a community is shared by all of them and of which
they are all aware (the mutually manifest area). Conversations are a good means
to determine this area of mutuality. Besides, the reiterative determination of this
area generates community stereotypes, made up of highly accessible stereotypical

2. Many studies differentiate between real and virtual identities (also in Yus 2001a). However,
this dichotomy is biassed, as if only offline interactions could be real. In fact, for many peo-
ple communication on the Net and their identities therein may be even more important and
real than communication and identity formation in traditional physical scenarios. This is why
I prefer to use the alternative physical versus virtual dichotomy for interactions and sources
of identity formation. Weinreich (1997) proposes, as a form of compensation for this bias of
the real/virtual dichotomy, a differentiation between sensory world and virtual world (see also
Wynn & Katz 1997, Poster 1995: Chapter 2).
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schemas.? This is part of the tendency of human cognition to form and maintain
ties, to weigh one’s social prestige against other people’s, to assess the effect of our
actions on other people’s opinions and to predict their plausible replies (Nicolle
2000:239).4 Similarly, Jary (1998a:166) stresses the fact that the stimuli which
make assumptions about the social environment manifest tend to be very promi-
nent. The information related to the individual-in-society is very relevant and, at
the same time, highly accessible and easy to process due to its archetypical quality
(S&W 1986: 88; on the applicability of relevance theory to social issues see S&W
1997 and Coupland & Jaworski 1997, among others). Finally, Gumperz (1977)
points out that there are expectations of co-occurrence, specific to a particular cul-
ture, which people use in their daily interactions, often spontaneously. Frequently,
these expectations become prominent in inter- or cross-cultural interactions, in
which each participant brings along his/her own cultural specificity, as happens,
for example, in inter-cultural business negotiations (Mateo & Yus 2009).

Besides, it should be underlined that in a virtual environment many social
attributes are absent due to the lack of physical co-presence of the interlocutors.
This absence entails a loss in the amount of mutuality between the users’ cogni-
tive environments and a parallel absence of archetypical social conventions to
which people tend to resort in their daily interactions (Donath 1996). As Belson
(1994) comments, the norms that are habitual in face-to-face communication are
no longer conventionalized on the Internet, nor are there many norms for struc-
turing (in)formal messages or for the assessment of politeness. But this statement
does not imply that Internet-mediated communication is necessarily doomed to
communicative failure, or devoid of effective protocols for interactive behaviour.
On the contrary, it will be shown in this book that virtual interlocutors manage to
create strategies that make up for the loss of socially connoted conversational cues
and of the essential contextual information found in face-to-face conversations

3. Zegarac (2007) specifies that this kind of information fits what he calls central cultural rep-
resentations, in the sense that they are valid in different contexts of our daily lives without the
danger of misunderstandings.

4. This stereotypical information has been labelled by authors differently. Among others, we
can list script as a prototypical succession of events for a shared activity (Lindsay & Norman
1983:704), frame as a structure of data for representing an archetypical situation (Minsky
1975:355) or definition of a situation that is constructed in accordance to organizational princi-
ples that govern the events and our subjective involvement in them (Goffman 1974:10), schema
as a structure of memory that comprises a number of active structures capable of assessing and
transferring information (Bobrow & Norman 1975, quoted in Tannen 1979), and theme as a
conceptual structure that contains a number of inter-related scripts (Abelson 1975, quoted in
Tannen ibid.).
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(Matthews 2000: 80). At the same time, cyber-media for Internet communication
have evolved enormously in the last few years, thus opening new options for con-
textualization and communicative richness (web cam, sound, 3D environments,
videoconferencing...). This evolution has increased the ability to convey and pro-
cess contextual information of a social or personal quality.

4.  The virtual community

Several analysts have underlined the difficulty that the definition of “commu-
nity” entails (see Fernback 1997:39). A possible solution is to propose the at-
tributes that a community should possess in order to be given this label. This is
what Erickson (1996a) did when proposing the following qualities of commu-
nities: belonging, relationships, commitment, values, goods, and perdurability.
To these, the following attributes can be added: a shared location, reciprocity,
norms and goals (see Yus 2010b:44-45, de Cindio & Ripamonti 2010, Baym
2010:72-98).

Are these qualities applicable to virtual communities? Yes, they are, in theory,
as can be deduced from the bibliography available on this topic.5 In general, it can
be stated that worries about an excessive dependency on computers (and paral-
lel isolation) of some Internet users is more likely to be found in sociological or
philosophical studies on the Net than in the linguistic and pragmatic approach
of this book. For example, it has been argued that the virtual community is an
effect of the progressive adaptation of human beings to different environments
or habitats: natural, urban, and now telematic (Echeverria 1999). Turkle (1996a)
also stresses how American life, typically in middle-class suburbs where people
hardly know their neighbours, has encouraged people to meet in cinemas, malls
and, eventually, electronically in their own homes irrespective of their physical
location. She points out how the Internet prevents fruitful interactions among
people (Turkle 2011). And in Yus (2007b) a growing tendency towards hybrid
(physical-virtual) personal networks of interaction is foreseen (see 5 below). For
London (1997), communal life, which he calls the public sphere, has fragmented
due to an obsession with security and protection, not only from crime or vio-
lence, but also from having to talk with people, and hence people take refuge in

5. See, for instance, Jones (1995a, 1997a, 1998a), Smith & Kollock (1999) and Porter (1997).

6. Also called public space (Habermas), civic nuclei (Mumford), talk shops (Barber), or third
place, together with the house and the workplace (Oldenburg, Schurer). Bibliographical refer-
ences in London (ibid.).
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suburbs that isolate them from other individuals (see Galindo Caceres 1998). By
contrast, if we study both types of community from a discursive-pragmatic point
of view, we will realize that people resort to similar strategies of contextualization
and intention recognition both in physical and in virtual communities. But this
assertion does not mean that the outcome of interpretations will be equivalent in
all cases and situations. The search for relevance of the stimuli that reach us is a
universal cognitive activity of human beings and is rooted in the biological archi-
tecture of the mind. Therefore, the strategies of production and comprehension
of messages, guided by relevance, will not differ essentially in physical and virtual
environments, but it is nevertheless undeniable that there are different options for
contextualization in either case.

In the bibliography available, virtual communities are often defined according
to the tie that bind users together: their desire to share a certain type of informa-
tion, belief or interest (and the subsequent satisfaction obtained). In other words,
the tie of being aware of sharing a certain cognitive environment, for instance:

Groups of people who congregate electronically to discuss specific topics which
range from academic research to hobbies. They are linked by a common interest
or profession. There are no geographic boundaries to on-line communities and
participants anywhere in the world can participate. (Del'Aquila 1999)

Social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on those
public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of
personal relationships in cyberspace. (Rheingold 1993)

Incontrovertibly social spaces in which people still meet face-to-face, but under
new definitions of both ‘meet’ and ‘face’ [...] Virtual communities are passage
points for collections of common beliefs and practices that united people who
were physically separated. (Stone 1991, quoted in Jones 1998b: 15)

Given the peculiarities of virtual communities, it is understandable that research-
ers could not avoid the temptation to compare them with their traditional physi-
cal counterparts.” In this comparison there is often an underlying premise: that
both types of community, physical and virtual, are mutually exclusive and that it
is necessary to “log on” to virtual communities as a complement to “real” com-
munities. But, in fact, there is a high level of inter-connectedness between them

7. See Weston (1994), Agren (1997), Baym (1995), Kollock & Smith (1999), Wellman & Gulia
(1999), Patterson (1996: Chapter 6), Kling (1996a), Giménez (1997), Q. Jones (1997), van Alstyne
& Brynjolfsson (1997), Hamman (1999), Croon 1997), Valtersson (1996), Weinreich (1997),
Mcllvenny (1999), Cherny (1999), Etzioni (2000) and Yus (2001a: 53-57), among others.
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in today’s society and the qualities of virtual communities are usually related to
similar qualities of the physical counterparts (Baym 1998:37-38).8 And nowa-
days few people log onto their social networks. Rather, it is taken for granted that
these people are constantly connected to them. We are now experiencing what
William Gibson, who coined the term cyberspace, predicted many years ago: that
in the future (that is, nowadays) people would no longer pay to get connected to
the Internet; quite the opposite: they would pay to get disconnected.

4.1 The linguistic essence of the virtual community

In the past, Internet-mediated communication was basically text-based, and
even nowadays the text typed by users is essential in virtual interactions. Ana-
lysts such as Cicognani (1998) or Danet (1998), among others, make a general
differentiation between types of text-based communities. On the one hand, syn-
chronous virtual communities (for example chat rooms), where interlocutors are
connected simultaneously to the Net, build up a sort of textual interactive dia-
logue that disappears as soon as the users stop the connection and switch oft
the computer. In synchronous communities there are no traces of our presence,
nor are there options for a long-lasting form of community. On the other hand,
asynchronous virtual communities (for example newsgroups) build up an archive
of interactions and hence an increasingly complex form of community where
stronger communal ties can be fostered (see Lombard & Ditton 1997, Sotillo
2000). The possibility to build up an archive of interactions on the Net turns
these communities into rhetorical entities (Bormann, quoted in Thomsen et al.
1998), whose collective meaning arises from an experience and history con-
structed from the users’ contributions.

In both types of community, the interactive key (and, eventually, one of the
main sources of virtual identity construction) lies in the text typed by the us-
ers (Stuart 1999, Simich-Dudgeon 1999). According to Mitra (1997:59), the texts
exchanged on the Internet are artifacts that keep virtual communities bound

8. An example of the parallelism between virtual and physical communities was the project
Infoville in Villena (Alicante, Spain). Unlike the virtual community, Infoville was not a space
separated from the physical community, but an inter-connection between people that shared
a physical community and were even neighbours that came across each other in the streets,
but who also shared a virtual community as a supplement to their face-to-face encounters
(see McInnes 1997). In fact, conversations in offline and online scenarios frequently over-
lapped without discontinuity. This is a kind of mixture that will be more and more frequent
during this century. See also the term communal computing (informdtica comunitaria) in
Finquelievich (2000).
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together, as well as indicators of which direction they are taking. The identities
inside the community are mainly created via the ways users present themselves in
their discourses. As a consequence, the textual quality of virtual communities is
their most outstanding attribute.

On the other hand, the text is useful to link virtual experiences that, on
most occasions, suffer from a spatial-temporal fragmentation (or at least re-
structuring).® The text on the Net may remain archived beyond the synchronous
connection of the members of the community.10 This is why Maldonado (1998:25)
qualifies these communities as transit communities (comunidades de paso). And
the classic label of global village by McLuhan would also fit this redefinition of the
traditional idea of space and time under the new trans-spatial and trans-temporal
possibilities that the Internet opens up (see Stille 2000). In other words, “with
infinite space and around-the-clock availability, the Internet has made building
relationships and community easier than ever before by defying time and space
limitations” (Mitra 2010:51).

The text is also useful as a holder of the user’s features of identity when typing
and transmitting it on the Internet. In an interactive medium that has removed
the user from the body and the body from its spatial-temporal location, only the
textual identity remains (see 6 below), although the loss of information is com-
pensated for by technological advances that in the last few years have brought
Internet-mediated communication closer to the richness of oral conversations.
But this identity tends to a certain idealization of the virtual self, caused by the
absence of the contextual clues that normally frame the extent of our impressions
of other people’s identities. As Stallabrass (1998:79-80) points out,

when we can only count on partial information, we tend to fill the gaps with ide-
alized elements. Here there is no danger of infection, pregnancy or violence, but
neither is there danger of physical intimacy. The mask that computer-mediated
communication provides, unlike the clothes that one wears for a fancy dress
party, hides us completely. The gender, sexual orientation, colour, or even the
species, everything can change instantly and at one’s will.

9. On this issue, see Cicognani (1998:18), Greenhill & Fletcher (1996:182), Bruns (1998a,
1998b), Jones (1997a), Boudourides (1997), Reid (1991), and Sandbothe (1998), among others.

10. Nowadays, the perdurability of text is complemented with authentic “repositories” of visu-
al, audio or multimodal information on the Net, which also play an important communal role,
as happens with photographs in Flickr or videos in YouTube.
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4.2 Virtual cognitive environments

When two people interact, a number of assumptions about their cognitive envi-
ronments are manifest to each of them and some may become mutually manifest,
and hence part of their mutual cognitive environment. This may be essential to
guarantee an efficient flow of conversation and interlocutors normally make hy-
potheses about which assumptions are mutually manifest in the course of a con-
versation. Thus each speaker will predict that certain assumptions are mutually
manifest and each hearer will use these assumptions when selecting the speaker’s
intended interpretation (S&W 1986:44).

In Internet-mediated communication the conversational tasks of addresser
and addressee do not differ from the ones mentioned for face-to-face interac-
tions. Virtual interlocutors on the Net also make hypotheses about the existence
and extent of the mutuality in their cognitive environments, as an essential step
towards effective communication. However, very often these virtual interlocu-
tors are faced with limited, partial or even inexistent information concerning
other users’ cognitive environments. For instance, users frequently log onto the
Net with a nick and their personal features may be constructed only textually
with the keyboard. Their bodies and nonverbal behaviour are absent in text-
based interactions, as are gestures or paralinguistic contours of the voice, and it
is difficult to apprehend essential aspects of the users such as their race, sex, so-
cial origin, physical shape or status. The personal representation inside the In-
ternet is not an inevitable consequence of biology, birth or social circumstances
but, rather, an easy-to-manipulate incorporeal fabrication.!! In this sense, there
are information richness theories, as they are generically labelled in Yus (2007b),
such as Social Presence Theory (see Byrne 1994, Jaffe et al. 1995), which suggest
the need for interlocutors to be aware that they are mutually involved in the con-
versation, a feeling that decreases — leading even to a total lack of interest in the
conversation — when the contextual information available to both interlocutors
is reduced due to the qualities of the channel. On this basis, Kiesler et al. (1984)
define computer-mediated communication as a channel that de-personalizes.
These authors argue that there is social anonymity that is a direct consequence
of having to imagine our interlocutors or, in relevance theory terms, of having
to make hypotheses on the assumptions that belong to the mutual cognitive
environment of interlocutors that are not co-present. Of course, the informative
richness of current cyber-media increases the overall options for self-disclosure

11. See, for instance, Mitchell (1995), Trott (1996), Cherny (1995a) and Davis (1997).
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and hence the options for more intense interpersonal relationships on the Net
(see Mesch & Beker 2010).12

In general, which assumptions tend to be manifest — or probably mutually
manifest - in Internet-mediated communication? Traditionally, those manifest-
ed through typed text, but there are continuous, rapid advances in the richness
of cyber-media that are generating more and more options for contextualization.
But on the Internet it seems that the general norms of behaviour in physical
communities are inverted: in physical scenarios, people usually identify other
people that share an interest with them. When, in the course of conversational
interactions, we reveal and identify aspects of mutuality, we tend to gather and
form groups tied by these mutual interests. In virtual scenarios, by contrast, we
can go straight to the newsgroup or forum where the topic that interests us is
treated and, after that, we can discover new areas of mutuality (Kollock & Smith
1996:116). Similarly, the more users gather together in a newsgroup, the more
difficult it turns out to delimit the area that belongs to all the users’ mutual cog-
nitive environment or, in Jones (1995b, 1997a:17) words, the more difficult it is
to establish the symbolic space constructed by interactions in the forum, which
is the most essential element of cohesion in any community (see also Mitra
1997:57-60, Erickson 1996b).

An example of a feature whose mutuality is checked by Internet users (and
which eventually serves as a marker of community membership) is the use of
abbreviations, the repetition of characters and acronyms in newsgroups, chat
rooms and instant messaging. As is the case with any specialized jargon that
sets up discursive barriers for those outside the group, in these environments
for Internet communication the users make hypotheses on the degree of mutu-
ality with other users that allows for correct understanding of these innovative
uses of the text typed thorough the keyboard, in a similar way as happens with
jargons in specialized communication (see Posteguillo 1997, 2003; Alcaraz Vard
et al. 2007).

12. Information richness theories is a label that covers theories that, one way or another, ad-
dress how (or whether) the loss of contextual information produced by the channel generates
a loss of interest in the information being processed, with an extreme outcome in the inter-
ruption of communication. Among others, these theories would fit this label: (1) Reduced
Social Context Cues Theory (see Sproull & Kiessler 1986), (2) Social Information Processing
Theory (see Walther 1992), (3) Social Identity Theory of Deindividuation Effects or SIDE (see
Spears, Lea & Lee 1990, Spears & Lea 1992, Reicher, Spears & Postmes 1995); (4) Media Rich-
ness Theory (see Daft & Lengel 1984, Rice 1992), and (5) Uncertainty Reduction Theory (see
Berger & Calabrese 1975).
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5.  Towards personal networks of physical-virtual interactions

In the last few years it has become evident that the initial attempt at a differ-
entiation between physical and virtual communities no longer makes sense in
a technology-filled society like ours, in which the role that both types of com-
munity play in this twenty-first century is getting increasingly blurred (see Yus
2003c¢, 2005b, 2007b, 2008a). Rather than connecting to virtual communities,
nowadays people enjoy multiple physical-virtual possibilities of interaction and
social gathering shaped as personal networks that form an intersection and in
which the user is a node in a dense inter-relation of friends, relatives, colleagues
and acquaintances.

Today’s evolution of social interactions is leading to interwoven and hybrid
interactions of a physical and virtual quality, and the importance of the former
as a solid foundation of community bonding is decreasing enormously. Indeed,
at the beginning of the 90s, when Internet started to become popular, traditional
physical communities were already undergoing a process of disconnection from
their physical foundations, and people were already searching for ties and interac-
tions in places (such as bars, squares, etc.) that were not part of their neighbour-
hoods. In that decade, the Internet was playing no major part in the formation
and development of identities and communities as alternatives to the ones fos-
tered in physical contexts. The Internet was something that one had to log onto,
with a poor virtual scenario compared to the physical materiality of classic spaces
for social interactions.!3

By contrast, in this decade of the twenty-first century the changes in both
physical and virtual interactions have been enormous. It can be stated that nowa-
days the communities in physical spaces are suffering from a process of virtual-
ization, that is, they are becoming virtual realities, since they have definitely lost
the physical anchorage that tied them to a delimited space and the prominent
role that they used to play in the past. Physical communities have fragmented,
extended, disintegrated, losing the boundaries that made it possible to identify
them. Now, more than ever, people search for their physical social networks in
scattered places. And they massively use technologies such as the mobile phone,
which removes the person from the physical anchorage and stresses, instead, the
importance of the person regardless of his/her location. Traditional community-

13. This view of “physical better than virtual” can still be found in contemporary research on
communities and social networks. For example, Galindo Caceres (2010) argues that social net-
works on the Internet are only a configuration of options for individual contact, not for com-
munal relationships. The centre is the individual, the satisfaction at finding someone who fits
our interests, which indicates a poor or inexistent social network.
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fostering spaces such as the local bar, the main square, the neighbourhood, etc.
are no longer important for the communal or interactive needs of the citizens.

At the same time, Internet-mediated interactions are immersed in a process of
materialization or physicalization, since they are no longer spaces which one has
to log onto but are, instead, essential options for interactions with other people
and they even compete in intensity with face-to-face interactions in physical set-
tings. All the range of options for Internet-mediated interactions that are available
to the user in this decade (among others, the 3G services for the mobile phone,
chat rooms, videoconferencing, virtual worlds — such as Second Life or World
of Warcraft -, blogs, SMS texting, Twitter, instant messaging, social networking
sites, interactive websites and e-mail, among others) are now massively used by
people who cannot often differentiate them from physical interactions in terms
of communicative satisfaction. Besides, many ties and gatherings on the Internet
reach levels of communal intensity that are difficult to find in physical communi-
ties. In short, we are heading towards a gradual hybridization between traditional
physical spaces for communities, which tend to be more and more virtual, and
Internet-supported communities, that are increasingly “physical” and important
in today’s interactions.

Table 2.1 Media for communication with friends (survey, 2008)

Men Women Total
Instant messaging 19 (90,4%) 56 (86,1%) 75 (87,2%)
Telephone 11 (52,3%) 25 (29%) 36 (41,8%)
SMS (42,8%) 41 (63%) 50 (58,1%)
Skype 3 (14,3%) 6 (9,2%) 9 (10,4%)
E-mail 6 (28,6%) 20 (30,7%) 26 (30,2%)
Mobile phone 17 (81%) 49 (75,3%) 66 (76,7%)
Chatroom oo 1 (1,5%) 1 (1,1%)
Social networking site ~ -------------- 12 (18,4%) 12 (13,9%)

In December 2008, a survey form was given out to university students from the
University of Alicante (Spain).14 It confirmed this tendency to hybridization,
since young people today massively use technologies in parallel to their physical
interactions and do not consider them deficient means for keeping in touch with
their friends (see Table 2.1). They systematically use instant messaging (87.2%),
SMS (58.1%) and the mobile phone (76.7%), and these are not supplements or
complements to their physical social networks, but primary sources for managing
them and their daily interactions. Indeed, for young people today,

14. 21 male, 65 female, aged 17 (16.2%), 18 (40.6%), 19 (16.2%) and 20 or more (26.7%).
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online and offline lives are connected to each other. Digital worlds are very real to
youth - and within their subjective experiences, the “real” and “virtual” may even
blend with each other. Therefore, we refrain from using the term “real world” to
contrast with “online” or “digital worlds” Instead we will use the terms physi-
cal/digital and offline/online to capture both ends of the continuum representing
online and offline worlds. (Subrahmanyam & Smahel 2011:35)

Besides, there is an increasing number of people with friendships (sometimes
very intense ones) that are only sustained virtually on the Internet, without ever
meeting face-to-face. As can be seen in Table 2.2, more than 80% of informants
hold and sustain social relationships exclusively on the Net. For that purpose,
the most typical cyber-medium was instant messaging (specifically Messenger)
(68.6%) and social networking sites (Facebook, Tuenti...), although nowadays
the percentage of the latter is surely much higher. What is surprising, though, is
the low percentage of e-mail use for maintaining friendships (23.2%), a medium
that is usually considered to be “too cold” or “too serious” by today’s youngsters
(see Chapter 6).

Table 2.2 Contact only through the Internet

Contact only through the internet?

Men Women Total

YES 17 (81%) 53 (81,6%) 70  (81,3%)
NO 4 (19%) 12 (18,4%) 16 (18,6%)
Which medium do you use for communication?

Messenger 15 (71,4%) 44  (67,6%) 59 (68,6%)
Social networking site 9 (42,8%) 11 (16,9%) 20 (23,2%)
Skype 1 (4,76%) 4 (6,1%) 5 (5,8%)
SMS e 1 (1,5%) 1 (1,1%)
Chatroom oo 1 (1,5%) 1 (1,1%)
E-mail 6 (28,5%) 14 (21,5%) 20 (232%)
Avatars 1 (4,7%) e 1 (1,1%)

The consequences of the current state of hybridization of physical and virtu-
al networks, of the materialization of Internet-mediated interactions and the
virtualization of physical interactions are multiple and, to a certain extent,
contradictory. Just as there are still nowadays highly homogeneous neighbour-
hoods in terms of race, religion or country of origin, with a parallel homoge-
neous use of language, we can also find interactions with a diffuse, multiple,
virtual or physical, but especially hybrid quality. However, the prospects for the
future indicate a tendency, in Western technified societies, towards a full mix-
ture of physical-only interactions, Internet-mediated ones and hybrid ones (the
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Figure 2.2 Hybridized physical-virtual interactions in the future

latter being increasingly frequent).!> The image of the user of the future is that
of “the person as a node,” through whom these types of interactions form in-
tersections, as represented in Figure 2.2. And this picture overlaps with other
physical-virtual options for interaction and community bonding. For example,
with the aid of smart phones, so-called situated wireless communities can be cre-
ated, where the mobile phone aids people in getting “more closely bound with
each other through a sense of sharing common physical and/or social contexts”
(Sun & Poole 2010:122). And in these phone-sustained communities we can see
clearly the aforementioned physical-virtual hybridization, since in these gather-
ings “sharing a common physical context leads to stronger joint attention, and
sharing a common social context leads to stronger social linkage. As a result,

15. This hybridization does not mean that the user’s identity invariably remains identical
in physical and virtual scenarios even if the users experience genuine forms of bonding in
both types of community, especially if interlocutors do not know each other offline. As Mitra
(2010:60) correctly points out, “the crossover from the cyber community to real life poses a
significant concern. There is no guarantee that cyber community identities are completely
truthful, so it would be unwise to assume that the online persona is the same person in real life.
The lack of face-to-face contact, other than through video cameras, removes the best way of
judging the true identity of the other person. Relationships and identities are based completely
on digital representations, suggesting that sufficient caution is needed before cyber community
relationships move into real life”
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the sense of physical and social coexistence helps to bind people more closely in
wireless communities, leading to ‘contextual communality’ (ibid.: 123).” Similar
ideas will have to be developed for the role of public wi-fi connections in com-
munity building (see Hampton et al. 2010).

Of course, being the node at an intersection of hybrid networks entails the
non-stop assessment of one’s identity and status inside these networks. In this
sense, the language and the discursive roles that users adopt in interactions on the
Net (for example by assuming or controlling the conversational floor, exhibiting
strategies of textual oralization, etc.) are useful ways to undertake this assessment.
Examples would be the role of language in instant messaging, what in Chapter 5
will be labelled ambient awareness. And the same applies to social networking
sites, where the number of posts, the times a post is commented upon, the impact
of one’s photos and texts on other users in the network of friends, etc. shape users’
identities and their prestige in their networks. This obsession with determining
one’s position in the networks explains why (especially) adolescents engage in the
time-consuming and absorbing routine of checking people’s profiles and revising
their own (Livingstone 2010:476).

6.  Virtual identity

In general, it can be stated that a virtual identity is shaped by using and exchang-
ing texts, pictures or multimodal discourses with other users.!6 This entails a chal-
lenge for these users, who have to pay special attention to group demands for
an optimal exchange of information, often beyond personal identity construc-
tion (Foster 1997).17 For analysts such as Gheorghiu (2008:60-61), the social

16. In previous research (for example Yus 2001a), the exchange of texts between users was em-
phasized as a main source of identity formation. But it is obvious that the evolution in the different
cyber-media for Internet-mediated communication has favoured the increasing role that other
discourse types (e.g. pictures, videos or any multimodal combination) play in today’s identity on
the Net. See, for instance, Davies (2007) for a study of the role of exchanged pictures (through
Flickr) in the formation and assessment of identity, both in its social and individual application.

17. This group/individual dichotomy is related to the two most basic forms of characterization
that humans use for labelling others. According to Goffman (1983:176), the characterization
that an individual can make of other people thanks to the ability to see and hear them directly
is organized around two basic forms of identification: one of a categoric quality (which implies
placing them in one or several social categories), and the other of an individual attribute, which
assigns a unique identity to those people based on physical appearance, tone of voice, proper
name or any other source of personal differentiation. This double source - categoric and indi-
vidual - is essential for interactive life.
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or cultural component of identity is essential, since it provides individuals with
a feeling of belonging and a number of patterns for behaviour. The users can,
in this sense, understand each other according to specific rituals, interperson-
al interactions and social prestige. Gheorghiu concludes that collective identity
surpasses personal identity and that the Net generates, above all, “mass human
prototypes.”

This “social requirement” affects several aspects of Internet-mediated commu-
nication, for example turn-taking in synchronous online conversations (Kollock
& Smith 1996:115), thematic maintenance in asynchronous fora (Fernback
1997:43-44) or the assumptions that are supposed to be mutually manifest to
all the members of the community (Bruckman 1996). In short, then, the social
context and the personal contribution to the community by using certain discur-
sive forms (of a textual, visual or multimodal kind) define one’s virtual identity.
Moreover, the inherently human tendency to form social networks as an anchor-
age of identity (Milroy & Milroy 1992; Milroy 1978, 1992) is also present in virtual
communities (Paolillo 1999; Garton et al. 1997).

Several studies have analysed the process of multiplicity (and the parallel effect
of fragmentation) of identities in the online/offline divide, and emphasis should
be placed on the pioneering research by Turkle (1994, 1996a, 1996b, 1996¢, 1997,
1998, 1999, 2011; see also Wortzel 1998, Brody 1996, Davis 1999). Analysts such
as Newitz (1995) suggest that, in fact, people do not turn into different people in
either of the environments (offline/online), but provide a different image, divide
their identity into physical and virtual sides of the self. The virtual self may ex-
hibit attributes that the user does not want to show in physical settings, without
losing the core identity. This is what happens, for instance, to people for whom
the suppression of their “body anchorage” on the Net produces a liberating effect
(see Ardévol & Vayreda 2002, Ellison et al. 2006:418). This lack of corporeality in
virtual scenarios underlies Subrahmanyam & Smahel’s (2011:62) claim that users
do not have a physical presence when they are online:

individuals have a “virtual representation” rather than an actual physical pres-
ence within digital contexts. A virtual representation is a “cluster” of digital data
about a user in a virtual context and includes a name or more accurately, a nick-
name/username, email address, online history, and status within that virtual set-
ting. In other words, it is simply a user’s face and body within that particular
digital context. Individuals can have different digital representations in different
online contexts.

Turkle (in Brody 1996) draws a dividing line between people who suffer from
split personality, with non-overlapping and fragmented physical/virtual identi-
ties, and those who are fully aware of which virtual identities they have created.
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These users combine different aspects of their selves and easily shift from physical
to virtual identities, thus experiencing a fruitful combination of both that chal-
lenges the traditional idea of the self as unitary and unique (see Wynn & Katz
1997, Sweeney 1999). As I have pointed out above, the tendency nowadays is to-
wards an amalgamation or hybridization of physical-virtual interactions with the
user as a node in a dense intersection of mixed interactions.!8 The user’s identity
should also undergo a similar process of hybridization depending on the environ-
ment in which it is exhibited.

1 2 3
PI VI PI V1 PI
VI
4 5 6
VI VI PI PI
PI
PI PI VI
7 8 9
PI VI PI PI VI
PI || VI VI
PI VI VI VI

Figure 2.3 Relationships between physical identity (PI) and virtual identity (VI)

18. In this sense, N. Jones (1997: Chapter 3) proposes a classification of the virtual self into
(a) Self, the human being in front of the computer in the physical world; (b) Metaself, the pres-
entation of self in the virtual world, the self that other users perceive, a version of the physi-
cal self that the user varies and modifies at will or unconsciously; and (c) Metdafictional self, a
manifestation of a portion of on€’s self inside a fictional environment such as the MUDs (multi-
user dungeons, or more recently multi-player online games), created consciously as a form of
alternative (meta)self within the boundaries of the virtual world. Another division is Brewer
& Gardner’s (1996, quoted in Garcia Gomez 2010: 140) into the individual self (those personal
characteristics that make the self different from all others); the relational self (defined by the dy-
adic relationship that assimilates the self to significant others; and the collective self (the group
characteristics that differentiate ‘us’ from ‘themny’).
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The term faceted identity also fits this scenario. As Farnham & Churchill (2011)
stress, cultural representations of the self tend to favour more individualistic no-
tions of protagonists who struggle to achieve their one “true” identity across situ-
ations. But for many people their identity is faceted, in the sense that different
aspects of identity are performed depending on context, and this is transferrable
to this process of physical-virtual hybridization of identities. In this sense, in Fig-
ure 2.3 several possible combinations of physical identity (PI) and virtual identity
(VI) are provided:

In (1) the user has perfectly delimited physical and virtual identities. There is
no overlapping between them and the user values both forms of identity with the
same strength. A similar case is (2), where certain aspects of physical and virtual
identities invade each other, with qualities of each type of identity fitting specific
aspects of the user’s overall identity.

By contrast, (3) portrays the case of users whose identity is shaped mainly
in physical scenarios, with minimal sources of identity on the Internet. This is
the case of occasional users of the Net, who still have not benefited from it and
hence the role that the Net plays in their identity shaping is minimal. The opposite
would be case (4), in which users hardly find any sources of identity in physical
contexts but feel at ease on the Internet, where they can “be themselves” and their
identities are shaped accordingly.

In (5) the virtual identity occupies most of the identity formation of the us-
ers, with several more fragmented and ad hoc physical identities. It is on the Net
where these users find their main sources of identity. An example could be users
who interact in different physical contexts and adopt ad hoc instrumental identi-
ties for these scenarios, none of which really shapes the individual’s main identity.
And it is on the Internet where these users find the true medium of expression,
consolidation and support of their identities, which are much stronger than those
fragmented ad hoc physical identities.

In (6) users have physical and virtual identities with similar weight in their
daily lives and with a certain amount of overlapping between them. These users
are aware that several interactions (and sources of identity formation) are only
available online, and that certain interactions among users will probably never
happen offline. At the same time, several interactions and several areas of their
identity are valid for both scenarios, which justifies the overlapping area.

In (7) users have a number of fragmentary identities that form their global
identity. These partial identities apply to both physical and virtual environments.
As Androutsopoulos (2006) argues, users do not necessarily have to reproduce
their offline identities when they are online, but stress or favour certain aspects
of their identities depending on the environment where they are interacting. This
opinion is shared by Turkle (in Davis 1999:72), for whom playing with identities
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in several computer windows on the screen is a parallel phenomenon to the mul-
tiplicity of identities adopted in physical contexts.

In (8) users do not differentiate between physical and virtual sources of iden-
tity, maybe because they live both as equally natural and valid sources, and nei-
ther of them is prominent. Many adolescents fit this case, since they “jump” from
physical to virtual contexts without even noticing that they are changing environ-
ments or feeling that there is a loss when moving from the physical context to the
virtual one.

Finally, case (9) is the opposite of case (5), since it is now the physical identity
that occupies most of the source of identity for the users, with a few fragmented
and partial online identities meant for specific purposes. This is a frequent case,
since it is difficult to avoid the physical anchorage of the person even when logged
onto the Net.

As we can conclude from Figure 2.3, there are many possible combinations
between physical and virtual sources of identity, and for many Internet users
the virtual sources may be a valid (rather than added) alternative to the physical
ones, and they may even overcome the latter in terms of strength or fill the gap
of poorly-developed physical identities, as exemplified in the opinion of a user
quoted below:

(1) Ididn’t really have a social life before. But now I've got one, I don't leave
my room. (quoted in Welford 1999)

In the past, this multiplication or diversification of identities was clearly sup-
ported by text-based communication. Even nowadays typed text is still impor-
tant in the shaping of users’ virtual identities (for example chat room messages,
instant messaging, comments and posts in blogs and social networking sites,
e-mail, etc.). Of course, the evolution of the discursive properties of cyber-media
has made visual sources of identity more prominent and important (as in pho-
tologs), together with multimodal combinations of text, sound and pictures (as
in YouTube). For example, Schwarz (2010) comments on how self-pictures in
Flickr have an identity-shaping role for adolescents in terms of public awareness
of one’s presence there: “Flickr may be described as a social space in which users
compete for other users’ attention (represented by each photo’s view-counter);
for public recognition of their technical and artistic competence [...] and even
for a specific form of social capital (a web of contacts, objectified in each user’s
‘contacts list’).” Similarly, social networking sites contain multimodal profiles
that “function as ‘digital bodies’ which identify a person and constitute the end
product of self-reflexive identity production” (Georgalou 2010: 42; see also Kim
& Dindia 2011).
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A pragmatic consequence of the variability in cyber-media is that, depending
on the informative richness of the medium and its evolution in the oral-written,
verbal-visual and synchronous-asynchronous dichotomies, the addressee users
will have to make a greater or lesser effort to compensate, inferentially, for the loss
of contextual information in the messages being processed. The presumption of
relevance that every text holds must be complemented with a presumption of hon-
esty in the way users present themselves to other users on the Net and influence
their identity-shaping through sustained interactions.!?

7. 'The personal web page

In the late 1990s, one of the most common forms of self-presentation on the In-
ternet was to own a personal web page, with the aim of providing users with
information about one’s life, interests, hobbies, etc. (see Wynn & Katz 1997).
Nowadays, by contrast, personal web pages are being replaced with other forms
of self-expression on the Net, such as blogs or profiles in social networking sites,
which are easier to edit and with more options for interactions. Personal web
pages only remain in academic or scientific contexts. They are used, for instance,
by university teachers to list their publications, etc. (see Lamb & Davidson 2002,
Thoms & Thelwall 2005).

In general, but to different degrees depending on the options for real interac-
tion between authors and readers, the manifestness of information on the per-
sonal web page rarely reaches a true level of mutuality, that is, there is no certainty
that the information on the personal page will end up mutually manifest to both
the author and the reader. An exception would be the e-mail address on a page
that allows for certain feedback on its content (Miller & Mather 1998, Jackson
1997, Margolis & Resnik 1999). However, for Miller (1995) this lack of mutuality
between authors and readers may have a liberating effect on the users when pre-
senting themselves on the Net: “on the Web you can put yourself up for interac-
tion without being aware of a rebuff, and others can try you out without risking
being involved further than they would wish?”

On the other hand, the web page is “published,” it acquires a certain autono-
my from the author, just like novels. This quality allows for the creation of what

19. I agree with Androutsopoulos (2008) when he makes a distinction between the analysis of
“static” sources of identity (screen-based), such as self-presentations in blogs and social net-
working sites, and interaction-centred participatory sources of identity (face-to-face or medi-
ated), and both sources are inherent objects of an ethnography of Internet communication.
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has been called the autonomous media identity, common to all forms of discourse
transferred to other people through media discourses. A web page designer
(quoted in Chandler 1997) comments: “my web page [...] mediatively interacts
with other people in my absence [...] The images we have of ourselves and which
others have of us gain a life of their own independent of our presence” (see Yus
1996a:24-29, 1996b).

8.  The nickname (nick)

The nickname (or nick) is another form of self-presentation on the Internet. In
synchronous cyber-media such as chat rooms, nicknames are frequent and often
compulsory, and it is logical to ask ourselves what relationship holds between the
nick and the real user, or whether there are connotations that the choice of a nick
makes manifest, perhaps beyond the user’s will, that is, whether the nick plays a
role of opaque mask behind which it is impossible to guess what the person us-
ing it is like or, rather, whether it works as a translucent filter that allows for the
inference of certain information about the user who has chosen it (see Diago
Marco 2002).

The nick is, to a certain extent, similar to the proper name.20 In general, prop-
er names may function referentially (“I've seen Peter”) or connotatively (“Peter is
an Einstein”). Within the framework of this book, proper names, in their refer-
ential function, entail the formation of a number of encyclopaedic assumptions
related to the referent of the name. Besides, if there are several competing refer-
ents for the same proper name, the hearer will have to disambiguate them as one
of the inferential operations leading to the explicit interpretation of the utterance
(explicature), and contained in a process of interpretation guided by the search
for relevance in the utterance being processed (see Marmaridou 1989). In their
connotative function, proper names activate in the hearer a number of implicated
assumptions prompted by the information that the name makes manifest. These
implications are beyond mere reference, but the hearer will be willing to extend

20. There are intense philosophical debates on proper names. For instance, there is a discussion
between the Fregean and the Kripkean approaches. As Rivas Monroy (1996) summarizes, for
Frege the referent of proper names is mediated by the sense, and hence any individual or object
that satisfies the definite description associated with the proper name is its referent. For Kripke,
by contrast, the proper name is a rigid designator, that is, it always designates the same individual
in any possible world in which the individual may exist. There are also discussions on the scope
of the reference of proper names, with Recanati’s (1993) research on direct reference as one of the
main analyses. However, these discussions go beyond the scope of this heading on nicks.
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context to yield them as part of his/her interest in obtaining the highest relevance
from the speaker’s utterance.

In this way, the hearer of (2a), where the proper name is used referentially,
will develop its logical form to reach a fully contextualized proposition (2b), often
after a process of disambiguation:

(2) a. Peter: “I've seen Tom this morning”
b. [Peter] has seen [Tom Smith?] [during the morning of the day in which
he has uttered (2a)].

In (2a), the hearer will take the proper name as part of an ostensive communica-
tive act that carries the presumption of its eventual relevance, an act in which
Peter is trying to make mutually manifest to himself and the hearer some infor-
mation (a set of assumptions) concerning the referent of the proper name, Tom
Smith. Similarly, the hearer of (3a), which contains a proper name used conno-
tatively, will extract the necessary contextual assumptions that allow him/her to
derive implications such as the ones listed in (3b-c) (adapted from Marmaridou
ibid.). The eventual extensions of context and the responsibility for the derivation
of these implications will be subject to the relevance-related balance of cognitive
effects and mental effort while processing (3a):

(3) a. Peter: “Thomas is an Einstein.
b. Thomas is very clever.
c. 'Thomas is very good at maths.

It should be noted that in this case Peter does not intend his interlocutor to find a
referent for Einstein, but hopes that he/she will manage to find the necessary con-
textual information that makes it possible to derive the intended interpretation
of the proper name. Besides strong contextual implications (implicatures) such as
(3b-c) that (3a) makes highly manifest, the hearer may also derive other weaker
implications, perhaps not supported by Peter, and for whose derivation the hearer
would be partly (or wholly) responsible, but which are also initiated by the pro-
cessing of (3a), such as the implications listed in (4a-c):

(4) a. Thomas used to fail when he was at school but he turned out
to be very clever.
b. Thomas’ haircut is a mess.
c. Thomas thinks that everything is relative.

As will be commented upon below, the nickname does not seem to fulfil the same
referential function as proper names since it does not link the name to the identity/
referent of the person who uses it. Instead, it is used with the intention of masking
one’s identity. However, this is not always the case. Concerning the connotative
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function, a nickname can convey information on a number of assumptions that
the person using it intends to make manifest in a specific context.

Nicks are of course omnipresent on the Internet and are often a requirement
for entering conversations in chat rooms. Moreover, nicknames are used in physi-
cal scenarios. As de Klerk & Bosh (1999:2) stress, the nickname allows one to
manipulate social conventions when naming people, and therefore it is not sur-
prising that they are particularly frequent among adolescents. For them, the nick-
name is a symbol of group membership, and provides a feeling of familiarity, of
belonging.

On the Net, the nick is often used with the intention of concealing the user’s
identity (Jaffe et al. 1995, Macdougall 1999), but sometimes it is possible to draw
conclusions from the choice of a nick. For example, in Ruedenberg et al. (1994),
Danet (1996a) and Danet et al. (1998), among others, several nicks are analysed
and several conclusions are obtained from them. My opinion is that this exuded
information is more these researchers’ responsibility than information intention-
ally made manifest by the user holding a specific nick.

Finally, according to Liu (1999) the instability in the use of nicks (and parallel
instability of identities behind them) comes from the loose rules that govern their
choice and use. The lack of restrictions for using them opens up possibilities of
which users can take advantage. They can use a different nick every time they en-
ter a chat room or keep a single one throughout the sessions. They can change it at
will and for any reason (Reid 1994: 35-36). They can do it on purpose (to avoid an
unwanted interaction). Finally, although each participant can use only one single
nick and every nick is linked to a single user in one session, it is possible for several
users to choose the same nick in different sessions.

Nevertheless, there are also chat rooms whose participants have to regis-
ter their nicks and, together with their e-mail addresses, they become linguistic
markers of identity that resemble the referential function of proper names (see
some users opinions and comments in Gomez 1998). The software even warns
new participants that a nick just chosen belongs to another user.

Nicks may also make (mutually) manifest between users the intention to com-
municate a number of assumptions related to the choice of a certain word as a
nick, that is, they can also be used connotatively. This use is subject to the exist-
ence of contextual information of an encyclopaedic (and often stereotypical) kind
that is accessible to all the users in the synchronous conversation (it belongs to
their mutual cognitive environment) or else the nick might be misinterpreted.
But even in this hypothetical case, the users will never be sure of the other users’
honesty in using a nick or of the underlying intentionality in making these con-
notations manifest.



CHAPTER 3

Relevance on the web page

1.  The web page genre. Intention and manifestness
in the interpretation of a web page

Since the vast amount of documents on the Internet were unified under the same
“html” protocol (the now ubiquitous World Wide Web), the number of web pages,
websites and web portals has increased enormously (to the extent of putting the
stability of the whole system in danger). Therefore, the role of search engines such
as Google has proved to be essential when we surf the Net in order to obtain rel-
evant information and avoid, if possible, the infoxication (intoxication due to an
excess of information to be processed) that many users suffer nowadays (see 3
below).! In short, users surf the Net guided by the psychologically rooted human
tendency to search for relevance in incoming stimuli. The different discourses
that the Net holds nowadays are really varied (verbal, visual, multimodal) and
worth being analysed by the methods of pragmatics.

Schneider & Foot (2004: 16) list four aspects that have aroused the interest of
web analysts:2 (a) which communicative actions are established through the Net
and how they change over time, (b) how the web page designers’ decisions influ-
ence the users’ activity on the Net, (3) what kind of user experience is fostered on
and between web pages, and (4) how web page authors relate to other authors and
to their readers by means of discourses and links. Relevance theory can provide
an answer to these questions by focussing on aspects such as the author’s (or de-
signer’s) intentionality, the content of the page and its arrangement on the space
framed by the screen (content would be treated as coded evidence of underlying

1. For an evaluation of the performance and efficiency of the five most used search engines
(i.e. Google, Yahoo!, Live, Ask, and AOL), see Deka & Lahkar 2010).

2. They also list three groups of approaches to the study of the Net: (1) The rhetorical or
discursive analyses of web pages (more interested in the content of the page than in its design
or structure); (2) structural analyses (usually focussing on a single page as the basic unit of
analysis and on its structure, hierarchy of content, etc.; and (3) analyses that stress the role of
hyperlinks. Schneider & Foot (ibid.: 118) propose their own model, called web sphere analysis,
centred upon communicative actions and inter-relations between the designers of web pages
and their users within a certain time span.
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intentions), and the users’ inferential steps while attempting to interpret the con-
tent of the page correctly, guided by the principle of relevance. In other words,
there are three perspectives from which a cognitive pragmatics analysis of web
pages can be undertaken (similar to the ones for the processing of other types of
text, see Yus 2002b):

1. From the author’s point of view (intentio auctoris). Web page authors offer
their readers (make manifest to them) coded information on the page of a verbal,
visual or multimodal kind. These pages are normally inter-related by hyperlinks
that direct the reader either to another area of the same web page or to other
pages on the Internet. Therefore, there is very often no prearranged reading path
expected or intended by the author. But in general a cognitive expectation exists:
that the content of the page should be interesting enough to compensate for the
mental effort that the reader will have to make in order to process it. Hence, the
role of the author is to select the content of the page according to expectations of
relevance, predictions of context accessibility, etc. The author also has to devise or
design its interface (if allowed to do so) aiming at relevance, that is, an interface
that provides a sufficient number of cognitive effects (i.e. interest) in exchange
for as little effort as possible. This aim is particularly significant on the Internet,
where a simple click on a link can take the reader to an immense array of pages.
As in other forms of written or published texts, the author of a web page is
not normally present when the reader accesses the page. This is why many dis-
course analysts have dismissed the possibility of tracking the author’s intentional-
ity when he/she created it (e.g. the death of the author claimed by Roland Barthes,
or the so-called “intentional fallacy”). Like in literary works, it is the web page
authors’ responsibility to predict which assumptions are manifest to their read-
ers, but there is no guarantee that these assumptions will in fact belong to their
cognitive environments. Similarly, there are fewer chances of achieving mutual
manifestness of these assumptions than there are in face-to-face conversations.
However, today’s web pages offer more options for interactivity that have become
conventionalized as part of the web page genre (and hence expected by Internet
users) and provide more options for mutuality of assumptions as well. This is
the case of forms to be filled online (typical of blogs, see Chapter 4) and applica-
tions for synchronous conversations with experts that can be found on pages for
e-commerce. In any case, the relevance-seeking pattern invariably applies: a read-
er’s inferential steps intended to turn the content of the page into fully contextual-
ized information that matches the author’s underlying intentions, as in traditional
literature (Pilkington 2000: 66, Gibbs 1999:177). Of course, there are additional,
more specific issues that are involved in the processing of web documents and that
might play a part in the eventual balance of cognitive effects and mental effort.
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One of them is the user’s ability to command the software for surfing the Net and
making the most of link-mediated discourses. If the user is not familiar with this
software there might be increased effort without an offset of additional effects in
return, to the extent that different readers with different command of software use
might get radically different interpretations of the same page.

2. From the textual or discursive point of view (intentio operis). For several ana-
lysts, texts are stable sources of meaning, and therefore they should be auton-
omous holders of “the meaning” conveyed (intended or otherwise) by the web
page. From the cognitive pragmatics point of view, however, texts normally (if
not always) underdetermine the information that their authors actually intend
to communicate through them. There is always an information-gap that has to
be filled inferentially. Pilkington (2000: 25) argues that the linguistic or structural
features of literary texts are significant insofar as they favour specific forms of
pragmatic processing. This idea is applicable to web page processing, since these
pages are designed and filled with content with an underlying intention to obtain
an interpretation (or at least “some interpretation”) from the reader (who will use
the content plus context as feeds for inferential activity), although very often the
reader is free to take full responsibility for this interpretation, even to go beyond
the author’s intention. Web pages would be examples of “public representations”
that, in a more or less faithful way, resemble the thoughts or assumptions that
the author intends to make manifest. But of course there is no guarantee that
the reader’s interpretation will match this intention. Readers often misinterpret
authors, texts are typically open to multiple interpretations (all compatible with
the coded text), and they also convey feelings and emotions that might well be
misunderstood.3

However, processing effort and chances of misinterpretation can be reduced
by the conventionalisation of the web page genre and its typical strategies for con-
tent and interactivity, which authors follow as part of genre conformance and
readers expect as part of what in Chapter 4 will be called interiorized schema. As
Nielsen (2002) summarizes, two main strategies have been used when generat-
ing, stabilizing and disseminating the web page genre: “(a) authors or designers
tended to copy the form and content of existing homepages when making their
own homepage or (b) they consulted the enormous range of handbooks on web
design and web writing, which began to swamp the market.” So, for these authors

3. Liders et al. (2010:952) make an interesting proposal: that web genres are at an intermedi-
ary level between the levels of media and text, but influenced by both. In a nutshell, “genres
are both enabled and constrained by the actual medium. In some cases, the Internet is likely to
influence the level of the genre, as in hypertextual news articles. At other times this influence is
marginal, as in the case of research articles in pdf-format available on the net”
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we have reached a status in which we can talk about a stabilised web page genre,
to the extent that this genre influences how content is provided, structured and
arranged on the page, and also how content organization is foreseen by the web
page readers. Moreover, web pages are inherently inter-related to other pages and
sites. Therefore, even though we can aim at a single web page as a typical instance
of genre, the scope of analysis may also be broadened. For example, Santini et
al. (2010:11) propose a three-fold distinction: (a) on the micro level, to analyse
page-level units and their constituents as self-contained (though not necessarily
the smallest) manifestations of web genres. These then enter into websites as more
complex web genre units; (b) on the meso level, to study single or conglomerate
websites and their web-specific structure formation; and (c) on the macro level,
to deal with the web as a whole from the perspective of complex network analysis
and related approaches.

Undoubtedly, the stabilized web page genre has evolved enormously in the
last few years from the static quality of the initial stages of web page design.
Nowadays, users expect to find certain modern elements of pages such as frames,
tags, etc as well as dynamic forms of interaction with the interface of the page.
These features have become part of the modern web page genre, so even if there
is a constant development in this genre, users rapidly adjust the aforementioned
interiorized schema to what they can expect when entering a page.4 Besides, as
in more traditional genre theory, the author’s expected interactivity of the page
is reflected upon a number of “moves” that indicate the stabilization of the web
page genre, and these moves will also be expected by the readers of the web page.5
For example, for corporate web pages Askehave & Nielsen (2005) list the follow-
ing conventionalized moves: attracting attention, greeting, identifying sender,

4. As such, web pages would fit the features that, according to Berkenkotter & Huckin (1997,
quoted in Caballero 2008: 18), constitute modern genres: (1) situatedness (the stabilized mental
web page schema derives from active participation in web page processing), (2) community
ownership (web pages exhibit agreed conventions of design and use as shared by a broad com-
munity of users), (3) duality of structure (web pages constitute social structures and simultane-
ously reproduce them), (4) form and content (engaging in web page production and processing
involves the knowledge of the most suitable content or topics to this genre, as well as the lexical
and structural resources which suit purposes and needs involved in web page use), and (5) dy-
namism (social changes may prompt changes in the web page genre as well). This last attribute
is important for Internet genres, which are under constant (and somehow competing) proc-
esses of stabilization and evolution.

5. In order to refer to the different rhetorical strategies in the presentation of information,
genre analysis has used the notions of move and step. As explained by Swales (1990:228-229)
the term move refers to a discoursal or rhetorical unit that performs a coherent communicative
function in a written or spoken discourse.



Chapter 3. Relevance on the web page

49

indicating content structure, detailing (selected) content, establishing credentials,
establishing contact, establishing a (discourse) community, and promoting an ex-
ternal organisation.

In any case, in my opinion web genres are especially interesting as evidences
of authors’ communicative intentions and interpretive predictions and as key ele-
ments influencing the quality of readers’ interpretation. Karlgren (2010: 34) points
in the same direction: “genres have utility and a purpose in that they aid the reader
in understanding the communicative aims of the author; they provide a frame-
work within which the author is allowed to make assumptions on the competence,
interest, and likely effort invested by the reader” Authors and readers of web pages,
then, constitute the foundations of the web genre, just like any genre: “when the
character of text in a typical communicative situation is formed by or based on the
bidirectional flow of authors’ expectations on their audiences and that or those
audiences’ expectations on likely behaviour on the part of the authors they are
reading, those items, or that family of items, constitute a genre” (ibid.).

3. From the reader’s point of view (intentio lectoris). If the main objective of rel-
evance theory is “to identify underlying mechanisms, rooted in human psychol-
ogy, that explain how humans communicate with one another” (S&W 1986:32),
then the quality of readers’ interpretations of web pages should, together with
the analysis of intentionality, be an interesting issue for research, specifically ad-
dressing which inferential steps readers have to take in order to obtain relevant
interpretations, or how contextual information is combined with the proposi-
tions made manifest by the text on the page (or pictures or multimodal combi-
nations), and which implications can be derived from this combination. In this
scenario, the role of the reader is also interesting, because he/she is no longer a
passive entity that processes a single text mode in linear sequence. On the con-
trary, on web pages

the reading process is not only interrupted because of the graphical frame struc-
ture of homepages (similar to newspaper front pages), but also by the users’ mod-
al shifts -where they either read, listen, or watch depending on the nature of the
media. What is more, the multi-medianess of web texts supplies the texts with a
rich polysemous potential where the web user is “invited” to participate actively
in assigning meaning in the process of text consumption.

(Askehave & Nielsen 2005:125)

Furthermore, the specificity of web pages, with their link-mediated inter-rela-
tionship, provides additional interest for researchers. For example, it would be
interesting to study how relevance is obtained from fragmented chunks of inter-
related texts without a pre-arranged reading path, or the role of cognitive effects
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and processing effort in the time spent on a web page or in the actual reading
sequence selected by the user.

Besides, as in any asynchronous discourse, the readers have to compensate
for the loss of contextual information that is available in situations of physical
co-presence between interlocutors. In personal web pages, for instance, the us-
ers’ self-presentation is often limited and incomplete (Déring 2002). For other
researchers, however, web pages might well resemble oral conversations if users
fill in the informational blanks correctly. For example, the hyperpersonal mod-
el (Walther 1996) predicts that web pages might be even better forms of self-
presentation on the Net if the users are able to present and infer the information
in an efficient way.

2. Relevance (in information retrieval systems)

This chapter aims to apply relevance theory to Internet-mediated communica-
tion, in particular the relation/interaction established between authors (addresser
users) and readers (addressee users) with clear-cut roles for both of them:

On the one hand, authors have to devise the content of the web page, link this
content to other areas of the same page or to other web pages, predict the readers’
accessibility to the contextual information that allows for relevant interpretations,
and expect that the eventual balance of cognitive effectsé and mental effort when
processing this content will yield relevant outcomes.

On the other hand, the reader has to assess competing interpretations that are
compatible with the text (or pictures, video, etc) coded on the web page and cal-
culate the balance between cognitive effects and mental effort resulting from this
processing, paying special attention to the information that fruitfully combines
with the reader’s cognitive environment.

So far, relevance theory has not been extensively applied to users’ interpreta-
tions of web pages created by other users. However, several analysts have applied it
to the outcomes of search engines such as Google and other computational agents
and information-retrieval systems (IR systems), or have used a broader concept

6. As I have already pointed out, when I refer to “cognitive effects” I mean positive cognitive
effects, beneficial to the user. Indeed, initially S&W only mentioned “cognitive effects,” but in
the second edition of Relevance (1995) they specified that the information that leads to negative
effects should not be labelled as relevant. As Higashimori & Wilson (1996: 3) summarize, with
this differentiation S&W wanted “to capture this intuition by distinguishing two types of cogni-
tive effect: positive cognitive effects (e.g. true beliefs), which contribute to cognitive efficiency,
and hence to relevance, and others (e.g. false beliefs), which are not worth having, and hence
irrelevant”
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of “relevance” as central in their research.” In this case, the object of analysis is the
estimation of relevance measured when a system used for extracting and index-
ing information lists results according to the users’ typed text (query). It is, hence,
a “system-to-user” interaction and not a “user-to-user” type of interaction and
therefore not an inherent object of study for pragmatics. Nevertheless, the appli-
cation of relevance theory to IR systems is interesting, because it provides insights
as to how users combine cognitive effects and mental effort in their interactions
with IR systems.

In this sense, Kalyanaraman & Sundar (2008:219) assert that the cognitive
activity carried out when users interact with other users is not radically different
from the one performed when using a computer system: “individuals respond
automatically or ‘mindlessly’ when cues that elicit social responses are present
in media messages and form impressions when responding to computers or oth-
er new technologies, just as they would in human-human interaction” In other
words, they claim that mediated person impression formation is similar to medi-
ated technology impression formation, as long as the system interface is capable
of producing an illusion of interactivity (see Patel et al. 2006:30), or an illusion
of non-mediation (Kumar & Benbasat 2001). Of course, obtaining relevance is
different in system-to-user and user-to-user communication, especially because
of the influence of the design of the interface in the estimation of relevance (see
White 2007a:536). In fact, computer systems are “idiots savants” when compared
to human users, “tremendous at remembering millions of bibliographic details,
but pea-brained at critically evaluating them. Even the best systems may respond
poorly or not at all to people’s questions” (White 2007b: 584). Perhaps the latest
trend in search engines such as Google, with interesting algorithms for ranking
results by relevance, are advancing really towards more intuitive outputs fitting
the user’s search for relevance.

Many studies, which can be traced back to the 40s, have addressed the role
of relevance in the output results of a system.8 All of them share, to a greater or
lesser extent, the emphasis on the idea that relevance entails the analysis of us-
ers and systems, but there are blurred boundaries in the application of this em-
phasis. For example, Greisdorf (2000: 67-68) stresses that it is the relationship
between users and output results (more than the acceptance or rejection of these
results) that has been ignored in the bibliography, and this relationship allows for

7. See Park (1994), Harter (1992), Spink, Greisdorf & Bateman (1998), Greisdorf & Spink
(2000), Greisdorf (2000, 2003), Brouard & Nie (2004), Saracevic (1996, 2006, 2007), Spink &
Gresidorf (2000, 2001), and White (2007a, 2007b), among others.

8. An interesting time line about the use of the term “relevance” can be found in Mizzaro
(1997).
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degrees of relevance instead of being assessed as an absolute judgement. It is the
users’ intuitions of relevance that have to be studied; not the presence or absence
of relevance, but the degrees of relevance as ranked by the users (see Saracevic
2006: 11). Besides, Bodoff (2006) holds the opinion that it is more important to
distinguish between the relevance obtained when one is surfing without a precise
objective (browsing task) and the one obtained with a specific purpose (focussed
search). This distinction has important consequences, for example in the field of
e-commerce (Detlor et al. 2003: 82).

From a relevance-theoretic perspective, the most important element in the
triangle system-output results-user would be the user, whose judgement is guided
by a search for relevance when clicking on one of the links from the output results
of the IR system. In other words, instead of objective (or topical) relevance, cen-
tred upon the extent to which the output results match the search query typed by
the user, relevance theory would be more interested in a user-centred approach,
analysing whether the user estimates that the results are relevant to his/her search
for relevance (Harter 1992:604).9 Schamber et al. (1990: 774) also stress the users’
role when they treat it within the three possible approaches to relevance.10 Finally,
Saracevic (2006) lists a number of attributes of the term “relevance” that, again,
emphasize the user’s role in interactions with IR systems:

1. Relationship. Relevance arises from the relationship of certain attributes
that include people besides information. In this relationship, there are degrees
of relevance in the combinations of the information from search outputs and the
user’s cognitive environment in order to produce certain effects.

2. Intention. Relevance has to do with intentions, which are also essential in
the relevance-theoretic model (for S&W the only real communication is the os-
tensive-inferential one, based on the fulfilment of communicative and informative

9. BythisIdo not mean to dismiss the importance of objective relevance. In White (2007b: 585),
for example, this is defined as the situation in which a document provided by a system and a
query typed by a user are, to a certain extent, similar or related to the same topic. White stresses
its importance in the sense that the results should not depart radically from what the user has
in mind when typing the query. However, if there are different levels of acceptability depending
on how closely the output result matches the words typed, it is difficult to foresee which results
will end up being relevant if we do not incorporate into the analysis the user’s specific needs and
cognitive environment to the analysis at the moment of making the search.

10. (a) Relevance as a multidimensional cognitive concept whose meaning depends on the
users’ opinion about the information and their needs in a specific situation; (b) relevance as
a dynamic concept that depends on the users’ judgement about the relationship between the
information and their needs in a specific situation; and (c) relevance as a complex concept but
systematic and measurable if it is assessed from the user’s perspective.
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intentions). Similarly, web page authors (or designers) intend to make manifest a
number of assumptions. This information will be relevant to varying degrees de-
pending on the readers’ cognitive environments and on the way this information
is (or is not) fruitfully combined with these environments and the users’ specific
needs. However, search engines such as Google do not distinguish degrees of rel-
evance, but automatically offer results based on certain algorithms.

3. Context. Relevance is obtained in a context and makes no sense outside
it. Saracevic divides it into internal context (of a cognitive or affective quality)
and external context (centred upon situations, tasks, problems, etc.), to which so-
cial or cultural issues can be added. In my opinion though, there is no need to
distinguish types of contexts. Of course, context is essential because the same
information can be very relevant in one context and utterly irrelevant in another.
But according to relevance theory, context is information (“a set of assumptions”
following its terminology) that is used in the interpretation of stimuli. There may
be differences as to how easy or hard it is to retrieve this information, but not in
its mental quality. In the context of searching on the Net, it is obvious that the
context in which the search is performed (the user’s specific needs when typing
the query) affects the subsequent choice of one of the output results, irrespective
of the position that it occupies on the list retrieved by the system (even though
users do tend to select the ones at the top of the list).

4. Inference. Relevance requires an inferential assessment in the form of “in-
formation gap filling” between what has been coded (the content of a web page,
the text typed by a user) and the interpretation that is intended. And this inferen-
tial activity starts at the moment of choosing one result from the output list given
by a search engine. The selection of results is, of course, not a simple trade-off
between effects and effort, but a rather complicated task that also involves feelings
and emotions. As Flavidn-Blanco et al. (2011:540) correctly put it, “the affective
states or emotions experienced during the search activity, conscious or uncon-
sciously, can determine to a great extent how an online search is performed and
what alternatives are chosen.”

5. Choice. The inference in the processing of output results provided by a
search engine also requires the choice among competing sources of information
in order to maximize interest and minimize mental effort. A great deal of effort is
devoted to running through the results before selecting one, which may alter the
eventual relevance. In Jamali & Asadi (2010:290), some complaints made by users
in this direction are quoted, for example: “I find Google a bit annoying because no
matter what you put in, you get 20,000 answers back. Half of them are referring
to the same thing, linked through different ways and you've got to be very, very
careful what sort of search words you use”
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6. Interaction. Inference is carried out as a dynamic and interactive process in
which the interpretation may change as happens with contextual parameters as
well. The same applies to the users of search engines, who possess different cog-
nitive environments and engage in different inferential estimations of relevance
from the list of results.

7. Measurement. Relevance involves weighing the cognitive effects that a
choice offered by the search engine produces against the mental effort involved in
this selection. There has been a great deal of discussion among relevance theorists
(for instance inside relevance theory e-mail List)!! about whether it is possible to
quantify numerically this balance of effects and effort, but S&W opt for a more
qualitative approach to it (see 4 below). “Effects” are taken to mean information
that productively combines with the user’s cognitive environment and satisfaction
at finding (via the search engine) what he/she is looking for. The mental effort
refers to the negative outcome of the search, the frustration at being unable to
find relevant results or taking too long to get them. In this sense, Al-Maskari &
Sanderson 2010:866) included “user effort” as one of the variables affecting user
satisfaction, and observed that

user effort — as measured by the number of queries submitted to obtain relevant
documents and the rank position in the results list accessed to obtain the relevant
documents — was inversely correlated with user satisfaction. As users exert an
increasingly greater effort to complete a given search task, it was very likely that
their satisfaction decreased.

Curiously enough, effort may be on some occasions positive to the user. As
Flavidn-Blanco et al. (2011:542) point out, “the perceptions of the effort exerted
on a search process could have positive effects on users’ feelings. By engaging in
a search process, consumers acquire knowledge and learn from the experience,
which can be used for future searches. Thus, the effort exerted on a search task
could have a positive impact on consumers, as they value this effort as leading to
enhanced levels of expertise.”

It can be concluded that, in general, the bibliography on the term “rele-
vance” applied to search engines and IR systems tends to focus on proposing
types of relevance, rather than on a coherent (and unitary) proposal of what
really goes on when a user searches for information. Most studies propose a
dyadic division into:

11. On the web page [http://www.csmn.uio.no/homepages/nick/relevancemailinglist/] there
is an archive of messages sent to this relevance theory mailing list and instructions on how to
join it.
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a. Objective or system-based relevance. It refers to “a correspondence between
the user’s query terms and the terms that are indexed and stored in the re-
trieval system” (Maglaughlin & Sonnenwald 2002: 328). Labels such as topical
relevance and logical relevance would fit this type, because they emphasize
the fact that the relevance of the output results from the system is based on
algorithmic computations and not on the user’s needs when typing the text.!2
This kind of relevance is of little interest to cognitive pragmatics specialists,
except for the influence of the system and its ranking procedures on the user’s
eventual estimation of relevance. For example, it would be interesting to anal-
yse why search engines such as Google are preferred by users on the basis that
they provide more relevant outcomes, and to determine whether the search
criteria match the users’ search for relevance.

b. Subjective or user-centred relevance (see Borlund 2003:914). This would in-
deed arouse the interest of cognitive pragmatics and relevance theory special-
ists by focussing on the user’s inferential activity when offered a list of output
results from a search engine. Labels that one way or another fit this kind of
relevance include subjective relevance, situational relevance and psychological
relevance.13 Sometimes the label cognitive relevance is also proposed, referring
to the link between the users (in terms of knowledge, cognitive needs, etc.)
and the information that they interpret. As described by Cosijn & Ingwersen
(2000: 539), cognitive relevance is inferred from criteria such as informative-
ness, novelty, or preferences for information, among others. This kind of rele-
vance links the system (which has to be efficient in indexing information and
offering interesting results) and the user (who has to be efficient in choosing
the search text so that it leads to the expected results). Cosijn & Ingwersen
admit that research on relevance is shifting more towards a more user-centred
emphasis and less towards a system-centred one.

12. Topical relevance was proposed by Park (1994) as context-free and centred upon fixed as-
sumptions regarding the relationship between the topic of a document and the text typed, ig-
noring the particular context of the users or their needs. Logical relevance was proposed by
Cooper (1971) to describe a relevant result for the computer system, even if it has little to do
with the user’s needs.

13. Swanson (1986) explains subjective relevance as “what the user says that is relevant is what
turns out relevant”: the user is the one who decides, because an information retrieval system
is designed to help him/her. Wilson (1973) suggests that situational relevance deals with the
user’s perception of his/her informational needs and underlines the fact that there are aspects
of relevance that only the user can identify. Besides, in Wilson’s view (ibid.: 458) psychological
relevance refers to the real uses and effects of information, how people use information and how
their opinions change (or not) when they are given output results.
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Harter (1992:606) also makes a distinction between the objective and subjective
varieties of relevance:

relevance is thought to be a relation between a document and a question, where
the question is usually a representation of an information need. Alternatively,
pertinence or another aspect of subjective relevance has been used to refer to the
relation between a document and the need itself. In the former sense, relevance is
objective, and is measured by asking experts in the discipline to make relevance
judgments. In the latter sense, relevance is subjective and personal, and must be
assessed by the user himself.

Park (1994: 136) stresses that a shift towards the user is the right track, since the
users are the major interest of any system that provides information. And nowa-
days the design of IR systems seems to follow this direction, because the system
interface is increasingly user-friendly and devised by and for the users. Any re-
search on objective or topical relevance is subject to the emphasis on the users’
behaviour when searching for information.

A parallel issue concerns the final relevance of the output results proposed by
the IR system. In general, it can be stated that the user will tend to trust these re-
sults (Pajares Tosca 2000) by focussing on the one at the top of the list. Undoubt-
edly, one of the reasons for the popularity of Google is that its indexing system
(PageRank) yields results that very often match the best balances of effects and
effort in the user’s search for relevance.

On the other hand, there are aspects of information-searching that can ge-
nerically be called exogenous features and that may influence the user’s estima-
tion of the relevance of output results provided by the system. One of them is the
interface of the IR system. Search engines such as Google are simple, but other
interfaces have proved to alter the user’s estimation of relevance. An example is
cited in Kalbach (2006): several design problems were found in one of the search
engines. Firstly, all the navigational elements of the page were preserved after the
search was performed (utterly unnecessary), as well as flash-animated advertise-
ments (banners) that made it difficult to sort out the list of results. Secondly, the
output results occupied a very small area of the screen. Features such as these may
discourage and “scare off” users.

An additional exogenous feature that should be borne in mind is the distinc-
tion between expert and neophyte users of search engines. As Greisdorf (2000: 68)
stresses, expert users can compensate for incomplete information by filling the
informational blanks and thus making the most of all the options that the search
engine offers, while neophytes will face effort-producing challenges when work-
ing out what the really interesting information is (see also Greisdorf 2003). For
example, expert users of Google not only decide which link is the most potentially
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relevant, but also pay attention to the number of bytes that the document has (to
determine whether it is a long or short document), to the web address at the bot-
tom of the result (to determine whether the document is part of a collection of
items, for example if it belongs to Proceedings of a Conference as in the “www.../
proceedings/article.pdf” nomenclature), and to the possibility of accessing the
“cache area” of the document, etc.

3. Relevance in the user who is surfing the Net

A more interesting research area for cognitive pragmatics (and within that, rel-
evance theory) is the interaction that takes place between an “addresser user” who
uploads content on a web page and “addressee users” who access the page and
process this content. It is user-to-user communication and therefore a suitable
object of analysis for relevance-theoretic pragmatics.

3.1 The role of the “addresser user” and the role of the “addressee user”

Web-mediated communication has traditionally been asynchronous, with the au-
thor and the reader being online at different times and unable to engage in real-
time interactions. Relevance theory emphasizes that effective communication is
the one in which it is mutually manifest to both interlocutors that the author in-
tends to make manifest a number of assumptions (i.e. information). Upon access-
ing a web page, by contrast, the user is faced with information that is manifest, but
without an adequate opportunity for mutuality with the author. This entails a lack
of certainty regarding the interpretation or intended reading patterns intended.

Nevertheless, there is no doubt that web interfaces have evolved enormously,
allowing for a much higher level of interactivity with the authors (e.g. with online
comment forms, a typical feature of blogs).14 Therefore, two scales of web page
communication may be proposed:

14. Heeter (1989, quoted in Chung & Zhao 2004) proposes that interactivity on the Internet
is subject to six attributes: (a) complexity of choice (to what extent the user is offered the pos-
sibility to select the information available); (b) effort that users have to make in order to access
the information; (c) responsiveness to the user (to what extent the web interaction resembles
everyday human discourse); (d) potential to monitor system use; (e) degree of ease of adding
information (when the user can add information to the system and other users can access it,
regardless of whether they are registered or not): and (f) the degree of interpersonal communica-
tion that the medium allows for.
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The first scale would be centred on the author, who can provide readers with a
clear-cut and linear reading sequence or can decide to simply upload information
with no expected reading paths. Furthermore, some non-propositional aspects
may be communicated by the author. For example, when designing a page many
users resort to typically human tendencies (but also contradictory ones to some
extent) such as differentiating themselves from other web authors or mimicking
them, both of them potential anchorages of the user’s identity (see Sundar 2008).
Kalyanaraman & Sundar (2006) studied the first of these possibilities and, pre-
dictably, concluded that web page personalization (customization) is an identity
marker and an effect of the need for differentiation, for shaping a unitary self
against the others’ selves: “Because users can recognize their own preferences in
the customized output, the self as source criterion will likely result in users per-
ceiving a greater sense of ownership of portal content, leading to increased liking
for the portal (e.g., MyYahoo!), especially when compared to other Web interfaces
that offer generic, noncustomized content (e.g., Yahoo!)” (ibid.: 113).

An additional feature of customized pages has to do with the user’s ability to
interact and obtain supplementary effects beyond the processing of the content
on the page. This can be described as a process: (a) the illusion of interactivity
leads to (b) a feeling of control in the user, which produces (c) the user’s positive
attitude towards the content of the page, and generates (d) more involvement in
the user and (e) more motivation to process the content. This produces the overall
effect of (f) a positive attitude towards the page or portal, which eventually may
lead to (g) the development of affinities among users of the page and building up
(h) a greater feeling of group or community membership.

The second scale is user-centred, depending on the level of interactivity that
the page allows for and on whether the reader is looking for specific information
(scanning)'s or is surfing the Net with no clear objective (i.e. for the fun of it).
There are, hence, many possibilities ranging from effortless processing of infor-
mation to the willingness to expend considerable cognitive resources in order to
obtain the expected reward.

The picture becomes more complicated if we take feelings and emotions into
account. Indeed, non-propositional effects such as emotions are harder to de-

15. Choo et al. (2000) propose four types of information scanning (a—d) related to four parallel
types of information seeking (a-d’): (a) undirected viewing, realized as (a’) sweeping (to scan a
variety of sources, choosing which one is more accessible); (b) conditioned viewing, realized as
(V') discriminating (to search in pre-selected sources or topics); (c) informal search, realized as
() satisfying (the search is focussed on a specific topic, but a minimally satisfactory search is
enough); and (d) formal search, realized as (d’) optimizing (systematic retrieval of information
by following a method or procedure).
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scribe within pragmatics than wholly propositional thoughts (Yus 2002b).16 This
happens to the qualitative properties of emotions, which are subjective and elusive
(people have a rather personal — and often poor - picture of what feelings such as
sadness or sorrow are really like). However, emotions also refer to specific beliefs
and desires, to states and events of the world and, therefore can be characterized
in terms of intentionality.

Singh et al. (2005) proposed a model of users’ experience of web pages that
can be re-interpreted in relevance-theoretic terms. Two theoretical assumptions
underlie this model: (a) accessing web pages generates feelings, and (b) these
feelings influence the user’s opinion about the content of the page. The first one
deserves commenting upon. For these analysts, the user’s initial reaction when
entering the page is to try and make sense of it, and in this process several feelings
and emotions arise. These feelings and emotions should exhibit a certain regulari-
ty across users and it should be possible to measure them (ibid.: 33). But this claim
is not valid if we adopt a relevance-theoretic approach, since users possess very
different cognitive environments and, at the same time, very personal feelings and
emotions that are difficult to generalize, measure or comment upon.

Relevance theory has addressed the analysis of feelings and emotions main-
ly through the term weak implicature. Because feelings and emotions are often
less supported by the speaker, in the sense of intending a specific interpretation
of them, the implicatures that are generated tend to be weaker and require the
hearer’s responsibility in their derivation. Pilkington (2000: 66) applies this term
to what are called poetic effects, which arise in the interpretation of literature and,
above all, of poetry or innovative metaphors. The wide exploration of context
that characterizes poetic effects produces a particular kind of brain activity with a
certain aesthetic feeling. The cognitive correlate of this feeling is a subtle increase
in the prominence of several assumptions, impossible to control or describe in an
exact way. It would be a matter of affective mutuality, rather than cognitive mutu-
ality, between the author and the reader.

16. Downes (2000: 100) also comments that traditionally linguistics has not addressed the anal-
ysis of experiences that are not proper thoughts, that have no propositional form, but which
can also be manifested through language. Emotions and intuitions constitute a complex and
varied store of human experience. Downes wonders if language possesses systematic resources
to deal with emotions and intuitions, to mould and express them linguistically. Similarly, we
can picture a funnel effect (Yus 2009f), according to which the words we have in a language (the
narrow end of the funnel) are insufficient to communicate all the range of concepts, feelings,
attitudes and emotions that we store in our minds (the wide part of the funnel).
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3.2 Levels or patterns of interactivity

Users’ ability to obtain a satisfactory level of interactivity (or illusion of interactiv-
ity) may influence their willingness to engage in future interactions and foster or
sustain contacts on the page or portal (see Niekamp 2003, Trammell et al. 2006).
It is not surprising, then, that many studies have either stressed the importance of
interactivity on the web or included it on the list of aspects to take into account in
the analysis of web-centred users’ behaviour.17

From a relevance-theoretic approach, interactivity is important insofar as it
favours an adequate mutuality of assumptions between interlocutors. It would also
be interesting to check the different attributes that indicate the existence of true
interactivity. For example, Kiousis (2002) proposed, among others, the follow-
ing: (a) bidirectional communication, where (b) the roles of sender and receiver
are interchangeable and (c) the speed of communication is closer to “real time.
These aspects may influence the estimation of relevance during a web-based in-
teraction. Besides, as will be studied in Chapter 4, interactivity in social network-
ing sites is an essential element of its current popularity. This is why Sachdev et
al. (2010:591) propose a specific definition of interactivity in these sites (social
computing interactivity) as follows: “the degree to which the interaction (user-
medium and user-user) is perceived to: (a) enable control; (b) exhibit responsive-
ness; (c) enable reciprocal communication and social presence; and (d) provide
capabilities for self-presentation and deep profiling”

Furthermore, Solanilla (2002) suggests three criteria for analysing interactiv-
ity on the Net. Firstly, an important factor is whether the interaction is established
with another user or with a computer system. For this criterion, she proposes the
distinction between interactivity (user-to-system) and interaction (user-to-user).
Secondly, a quantitative analysis should be carried out to determine the intensity
of the interaction. Finally, it needs to be established whether the interaction is
public or private.18

17. This is the case of Burbules (2002), who includes interactivity in the five types of activities
that can be found on the Net: (1) movement vs. statism (the structure of the page allows, facili-
tates or inhibits movement); (2) interaction vs. isolation (the design of web spaces also commu-
nicates assumptions and expectations of interaction); (3) public vs. private (to what extent the
design allows or prevents the users’” expression of their identities and activities); (4) visibility vs.
concealment (transparency of the web structure or capacity to restrict access to information on
users); and (5) inclusion vs. exclusion (what one decides to include on the page).

18. In a similar fashion, McMillan (2002) proposes three types of interactivity: user-to-system
(the user interacts with the interface, for example by clicking on a link), user-to-user (the user
engages in a conversation with another user, for example in a chat room), and user-to-document
(the user can modify the content of a document on the web page). Again, only the second type
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3.3  Availability of information on the Internet and infoxication

Another interesting aspect of today’s web pages is the vast amount of informa-
tion that they hold and the consequences for a correct estimation of relevance. No
doubt, the attempt at processing more information than one’s cognitive systems al-
lows for (the inability to overcome the increasing infoxication we suffer nowadays)
can have negative consequences for the eventual relevance, for example increasing
processing effort without an offset in cognitive effects. Using the two conditions of
relevance (W&S 2002c¢: 602),1° two cognitive limits for information processing on
the Net can be proposed, which satisfy these conditions for relevance:

a. everything else being equal, the greater the user’s capacity to process informa-
tion on the Internet at a given moment and to filter information from differ-
ent sources available on the Net, the greater the relevance of that information
to that individual at that time; and

b. everything else being equal, the smaller the processing effort expended by the
individual in obtaining and filtering information, the greater the relevance of
this information to that individual at that time.

There are, of course, many elements to bear in mind when we consider the link
between the information available online and the user’s willingness to process it.
Among them, the following can be listed:

1. When texts that were initially published outside the Net are transferred to the
electronic format, very often they have to be adapted so as to maintain similar
balances (of effects and effort) to those achieved when they were first published.
It comes as no surprise that, according to Giltrow & Stein (2009), this transference
plays a major role in the issues that a genre theory for the Net faces nowadays:

a. Does a new medium automatically make for a new genre? Is it possible for a
traditional genre in the spoken or written media to migrate into the Internet
without any loss of identity? How much can be lost or changed for a genre to
retain its identity? Is it possible to have stability of genre across the medium
change?

would interest cognitive pragmatics, even if interesting conclusions on how inference works
can be drawn for the other two types.

19. These are: (a) everything else being equal, the greater the positive cognitive effects achieved
in an individual by processing an input at a given time, the greater the relevance of the input to
that individual at that time; and (b) everything else being equal, the smaller the processing ef-
fort expended by the individual in achieving those effects, the greater the relevance of the input
to that individual at that time.
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b. Do genres on the Internet systematically possess properties that the tradi-
tional spoken and written genres do not have? Are there systematic changes
to genres in cases where genres are held to have felicitously migrated into the
Internet?

c. If “new” genres are to be found, what is their relationship with previous
genres? Do all genres have some sort of ancestry? How is such ancestry to be
conceptualized?

The importance of this “genre transference” has made it necessary to make dis-
tinctions such as the one proposed by Shepherd & Watters (1998), who divided
cyber-genres into two classes of sub-genres:

Extant sub-genres, based on genres existing already in other media and which
have been turned into a digital format. As will be shown in the case of cybernews-
papers (see 5 below), when a genre is transferred to the Net it is initially faithfully
replicated, without taking advantage of the new possibilities of the web, and pro-
cessing it yields similar balances of effects and effort to the ones obtained offline.
At subsequent stages, however, the medium evolves, exploits the new possibilities
of the Net (hyperlinks, multimedia, etc.), and processing it yields different out-
comes of relevance in terms of effects and effort. Similarly, the very notion of an
extant web genre has to accommodate the evolving quality of web discourses and
their increasingly multimedia and multimodal quality (Paolillo et al. 2010).

Novel sub-genres, wholly dependent on the new medium. They may be initial
extant sub-genres that have become completely differentiated from the initial of-
fline genre, or brand-new genres created on and for the Net. Again, cybernews-
papers would be an example, since today’s news portals (e.g. ElPais.com) differ
completely from the printed counterparts (e.g. the printed El Pais newspaper) and
from the initial transference of the newspaper to the Net with no genre alteration
(e.g. the now extinct ElPais.es).

Besides, the estimation of relevance also depends on how much information
is made available in the new medium and how it combines with the users’ cogni-
tive environments and with the search for relevance they are engaged in at a given
moment. If a lot of information is simply made manifest but is not effectively
combined with this cognitive environment to generate relevant outcomes, the
user will tend to become infoxicated with information.

2. Internet users are now familiar with the non-linear and link-mediated quality
of online information (even though they still cognitively expect that processing it
will compensate for the mental effort involved). This is particularly noticeable in
the multimodal quality of web content, parallel to the users’ increasing reluctance
to process traditional text-only and linearly encoded information. And users also
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reject passive processing of discourses uni-directionally generated on the Net. It
has been demonstrated, for instance, that the rigid format of television does not
suit today’s digital natives, accustomed to a different kind of online communica-
tion d la carte (see Grau 2010). In the case of television news, Pitts (2003) points
out that today’s users do not want a unitary perspective on a news event. Rather,
they want to build up their own news programmes by using the initial informa-
tion and complementing it with video, archives, etc.

3. Furthermore, it is likely that a systematic reiteration, on the Internet, of certain
balances of cognitive effects in exchange for very little mental effort (as happens
with very short messages in instant messaging, chat rooms or Twitter) might lead
to a reluctance in users to process discourses which require more elaborate pro-
cessing in terms of cognitive resources for the derivation of optimally relevant
effects (see Yus 2007c, 2008b, 2009b). Indeed, many users — and especially ado-
lescents — are used to exchanging very short messages and the mental effort that
these demand is minimal, due to their brevity and simple construction. Therefore,
it can be predicted that a reiterative processing of this kind of text will lead to a
cognitive unwillingness to expend supplementary resources for the processing
of longer texts or discourses with deferred relevance. This hypothesis may have
important consequences in a future in which a high percentage of human com-
munication will be Internet-mediated (see Grau 2008).

4. Another aspect of processing that has consequences on the estimation of the rele-
vance of Internet documents is multitasking, that is, the tendency - again, especially
among adolescents - to be engaged in several simultaneous tasks while they are on-
line, for example using instant messaging while writing a school paper on the word
processor, downloading a film and sending messages to a chat room (see Salvucci
et al. 2011). Baron (2008a, 2008b) claims that significant conclusions can be drawn
from this habit (which affects relevance assessment), but these depend on whether
we are dealing with cognitive multitasking or social multitasking (mental or social
consequences of multitasking, respectively). Predictably, information-processing
worsens when two or more activities are being performed simultaneously, but it is
possible to specify that this deterioration of processing takes place especially when
both activities involve similar discourse formats (e.g. two simultaneous visual ac-
tivities entail worse processing than one visual and one verbal activity).

5. On the Internet it is also possible to find surprising balances of cognitive ef-
fects and mental effort when the content of a web page is processed (Yus 2010c,
2010d, 2011a). As can be seen in Table 3.1, there are many possible combinations
(and with different degrees in each case). In general, relevant outcomes occur
when the processing of the web content enlarges the user’s cognitive environment
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(i.e. combines fruitfully with it), and this can happen not only by adding new
information to that already present in the cognitive environment, but also by forc-
ing a revision and erasure of previous assumptions and, above all, by combining
with already-stored information to yield relevant conclusions.

Table 3.1 Possible combinations of cognitive effects, mental effort
and resulting relevance

Case Positive cognitive effects Mental effort demanded Eventual relevance
1 high number high positive to the user
2 high number high negative to the user
3 high number low positive to the user
4 high number low negative to the user
5 low number high positive to the user
6 low number high negative to the user
7 low number low positive to the user
8 low number low negative to the user

Case 1. High number of cognitive effects, high mental effort, with positive relevance.
Sometimes the user will be willing to devote substantial cognitive resources in or-
der to obtain the expected relevance. For example, a user who fears that he has the
symptoms of an illness and reads a long, dense journal article on the Net will be
willing to spend as much effort as necessary to check whether he has contracted
the disease or not.

Case 2. High number of cognitive effects, high mental effort, with negative rel-
evance. If the user spends a lot of effort in processing the content of the page with
no offset in cognitive effects (for example because it does not combine effectively
with the user’s cognitive environment), the resulting relevance will be negative.

Case 3. High number of cognitive effects, low mental effort, with positive rel-
evance. This is a prototypical case as predicted by relevance theory: high number
of effects in exchange for the least effort leading to positive relevance to the user.

Case 4. High number of cognitive effects, low mental effort, with negative rele-
vance. This case occurs when the user easily processes a lot of information but this
information does not interact fruitfully with the user’s cognitive environment.

Case 5. Low number of cognitive effects, high mental effort, with positive rel-
evance. By contrast, this case is difficult to explain in relevance-theoretic terms,
since it is not easy to find situations in which difficult-to-process information
yields few cognitive effects and paradoxically ends up being relevant to the user.

Case 6. Low number of cognitive effects, low mental effort, with positive rel-
evance. This case is covered by relevance theory, this time as a typical example of
irrelevance: many cognitive resources are devoted to processing web content that
does not produce enough cognitive effects for the user.
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Case 7. Low number of cognitive effects, low mental effort, with positive rel-
evance. This is one of the most intriguing cases in web content processing. Ap-
parently, it can be stated that no user will be willing to process information on
the web page that demands little mental effort but, at the same time, yields few
cognitive effects. However, this combination is surprisingly very frequent on the
Net (see Yus 2007c, 2008b, 2009b, 2010b: 84, 2010c¢, 2010d, 2011a). It is the case
of pages whose content is utterly uninteresting but also demands no processing
effort, which we can label as “boring,” but which arouse the interest of thousands
of users. An example was a web page where we could see a Cheddar cheese rotting
(at http://cheddarvision.tv/, now closed), and another page where we can see hens
moving about in a farm (at www.hencam.co.uk). In all of these cases, the effort
demanded to obtain the information is minimal (or zero), but the information
provided is also minimal. It may be, as mentioned in Burkeman (2007), that we
suffer a lag in which the slow horse of human comprehension is unable to keep up
with the fast horse of the information that is available on the Net, and maybe dull
websites are popular because they are a rebellion against information overload, a
space for our slow horses to graze.

Case 8. Low number of cognitive effects, low mental effort, with negative rel-
evance. Finally, this case can also be found in the processing of web content. Al-
though the mental effort demanded is low, the offset in cognitive effects s is also
low, and therefore the eventual outcome is irrelevant.

As in other forms of input processing, the eventual relevance of cases 1 to
8 is affected by a number of aspects that should also be incorporated into the
analysis. Indeed, there are myriad forms of cognitive satisfaction that may off-
set the effort involved in processing the information and that have often been
dismissed, including a whole range of feelings, emotions, empathy, phatic con-
notations, community membership, socialisation, etc. I group all of these ‘alter-
native’ sources of user satisfaction under the generic label of cognitive rewards
(Yus 2010d, 2011a).

The combinations of cognitive effects and mental effort, as predicted by rel-
evance theory, are also influenced by the kind of Internet navigation. Indeed, the
search for relevance, the expectation of cognitive effects, and the willingness to
devote mental effort to the surfing activity will vary enormously depending on
whether the user is simply browsing the Net without a specific purpose (e.g. to kill
time) or is engaged in a focussed search for specific information.

Besides, the design of the interface plays an important part in the amount
of cognitive effects obtained by the user and the mental effort involved in ob-
taining relevant conclusions from the web content (e.g. Hasan & Ahmed 2007
concluded that the interface style affects the user’s willingness to accept and use
this interface). Needless to say, the user’s familiarity with the interface, even if
it is not user-friendly, and also the user’s intuitive ability to interact with the
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interface also affect the balance of cognitive effects and mental effort involved
in processing information from this interface, generating multiple outcomes of
(in)efficient interpretations. And frequency of use is a parallel variable affecting
relevance.

Furthermore, the eventual relevance is also influenced by the type of cogni-
tive task that the user is currently engaged in while surfing the Net, which also
affects the user’s willingness to devote mental effort to the task at hand. In this
sense, Amichai-Hamburger et al. (2007) applied Cacioppo & Petty’s notion of
Need for Cognition to Internet communication. It refers to the individual’s readi-
ness to engage in and enjoy effortful cognitive endeavours, and it ranges from
those users who have a ‘low need for cognition’ (i.e. those who do not enjoy
cognitive efforts and acquire information by using simple cues offered by the
environment) to users who have a ‘high need for cognition’ (i.e. have motivation
to seek knowledge and will devote whatever effort it takes to get the information
they need).

All of these non-propositional aspects of Internet communication that may
influence the eventual relevance positively or negatively can be generically la-
belled environmental constraints. Among these, the type of surfing, the position
of the interface in the different scales (oral/written, visual/verbal, synchronous/
asynchronous), the user’s familiarity with the interface and need for cognition,
the frequency of use, the suitability of the interface to the user’s navigational pat-
tern, and the quality of the interface design.

In conclusion, a general equation for effective web page processing can be
proposed, in which the basic conditions for relevance are present but with the
addition of cognitive rewards (positive to the user) and environmental constraints
(positive or negative to the user), as follows (Yus 2010d, 2011a):

the cognitive effects obtained from information processing
plus
cognitive rewards
plus
positive environmental constraints
[should exceed...]
the effort demanded for the derivation of these cognitive effects
plus

negative environmental constraints

In Table 3.2 some examples of effective equations of Internet communication are
listed and commented upon (see Yus 2011a for a more detailed discussion). Not
all of them are web-page-related but are nevertheless illustrative of the elements
involved in effective relevance outcomes.



Chapter 3. Relevance on the web page

67

Table 3.2 Examples of equations of effective Internet communication

Equation

Comments

The cognitive effects from a text that is
difficult to process [+] cognitive rewards [+]
positive environmental constraints

[exceed...]

The mental effort needed to process it [+]
negative environmental constraints

This equation fits case 1 in Table 3.1. The user
faces the processing of a text that is dense,
difficult to read, but whose information
combines fruitfully with the user’s cognitive
environment producing relevant outcomes.
Even though mental effort is high (and

some environmental constraints may also

be involved), the user’s reward in terms of
cognitive effects offsets the effort.

The cognitive effects from an ‘oralized
written text” full of unusual orthography
and creative use of spelling [+] cogni-
tive rewards [+] positive environmental
constraints

[exceed...]

The mental effort needed to process it [+]
negative environmental constraints

This oralization of text will be analysed in
Chapter 5 as part of the users” tendency to
connote text with oral features of discourse.
For neophytes, innovative text-mediated
conversations will require additional cognitive
rewards that compensate for the increased
effort demanded, so that the interaction

turns out effective, for example in terms of
feelings of empathy, sociability, community
membership, etc.

The cognitive effects from an interaction
within a virtual world using a 3D avatar [+]
cognitive rewards [+] positive environmen-
tal constraints

[exceed...]

The mental effort needed to process ut-
terances in virtual worlds [+] negative
environmental constraints

The environmental constraints in this equation
will be analysed in chapter five as part of

the problems involved in managing verbal
interactions and nonverbal behaviour of
avatars in 3D virtual worlds. But users can

also obtain cognitive rewards from these 3D
interactions, for instance from the comfort at
being able to sustain fruitful interactions, or
from the attention-drawing potential of the
avatar designed by the user.

3.4 Cognitive effects, mental effort and estimation of relevance

Under this heading, a prototypical situation will be analysed, consisting of:
(a) link-mediated web discourses and (b) users who click on these links to obtain
the specific information that they are seeking. In the situation comprising (a)-(b),
relevance can be studied both from a quantitative and a qualitative point of view,
as will be shown below. The premise is that users have a cognitive need of infor-
mation, and will try to get it by clicking on the right links. Reduced effort will be
obtained by as few clicks as possible (quantitative approach) or by as much inter-

link coherence as possible (qualitative approach).
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Other authors have addressed similar situations in other terms. For example,
Wirth (2002: 163) uses a different terminology but with similar underlying premises:
“The user wants to save time and money, and therefore needs an economical guess-
ing instinct that will offer a hint as to which link is worth following. The interaction
between ‘guessing instinct’ and ‘economical navigation’ constitutes a standard of
relevance.” Similarly, the research on uses and gratifications has concluded that us-
ers enter the Net because they have a psychological or cognitive20 need and expect a
reward — a gratification - in terms of psychological effects (see Barnes 2003: 82-83).
As Leung (2003:112) summarizes, Uses and Gratifications theory claims that the
media and their messages are sought in order to satisfy a variety of social and psy-
chological needs. The quality of these needs (and values or beliefs) provides reasons
for behaviour, which is oriented towards obtaining varied gratifications in the con-
sumption of the media. Internet would no doubt be a rich medium in the sense that
it offers users multiple and immediate options for gratification.

From a relevance-theoretic perspective, this kind of navigation can be ac-
counted for in quantitative and qualitative terms. As I have already mentioned in
passing, there are discussions on whether this theory can provide a quantitative
explanation of how individuals assess relevance. W&S (2002a, 2004:610; S&W
1986:129-132) opt for a qualitative (or comparative) approach for the analysis
of the estimation of relevance, since it is really difficult for analysts to assess rele-
vance in purely quantitative terms and also for people in general to select the most
interesting inputs. As W&S (2002:253) stress, it is highly unlikely that individuals
have to compute numerical values for effort and effects when assessing relevance
‘from the inside’ Such computation would itself be effort-consuming and there-
fore detract from relevance. Moreover, even when individuals are clearly capable
of computing numerical values (for weight or distance, for example), they gener-
ally have access to more intuitive methods of assessment which are comparative
rather than quantitative, and which are in some sense more basic.2!

20. Katz et al. (1973, quoted in Witmer & Taweesuk 1998:292) include cognitive needs (im-
portant for information searching and knowledge) in the five categories that represent people’s
needs from the media. The other four are: (2) affective needs, (3) personal integrative needs,
(4) social integrative needs, and (5) escapist needs.

21. The problems in assessing balances of relevance in quantitative terms increase if we intend
to analyse not only the objective role of information content on the web page, but also other
features that play a role in attracting the user’s attention. For instance, Willis (1999) lists aspects
such as memory retention (of web content), interest (capacity of web content to draw and keep
the user’s attention), emotional bonding (capacity to give the user some emotional support),
aesthetic satisfaction (the design offers a pleasant audio-visual experience), clarification of the
message (arrangement of content so that it is easier to process), and immediacy of understanding
message (desire to present information in a clear and direct manner).
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In any case, for the analysis of how specific information is interpreted by the
user on a web page, two types of relevance conditions can be proposed, one in
quantitative terms (condition (b;)) and one in qualitative terms (condition (b,))
(see also Yus 2008b: 638):

Conditiona.  Theinformation in link-mediated content of web pages is relevant
to an individual to the extent that the cognitive effects achieved
when it is optimally processed are large.

Condition b;.  This information is relevant to the individual to the extent that
the number of clicks that the user has to make in order to obtain
these effects is small.

Condition b,.  This information is relevant to the individual to the extent that the
level of coherence obtained from linking different texts is optimal
despite the non-linear arrangement of the link-mediated texts.

Certainly, one of the most typical complaints by Internet users is their frustration
at being unable to find the information that they are looking for. This difficulty,
which is directly related to processing effort, can be measured as the number of
clicks required and also as the level of coherence maintained after clicking on
links and processing non-linearly arranged chunks of text in sequence (see Smith
et al. 1997:69). The user will expect that the new piece of discourse just accessed
after clicking on a link will combine, in a relevant way, with the information al-
ready processed (from previous chunks of discourse) and which is still active in
the user’s short-term memory store.22 Besides, the user will react negatively if the
clicks do not lead to the expected information, to the extent that the user might
even get lost in the array of link-mediated texts.

It is obvious that certain qualities of the interface of the web page may in-
fluence the number of clicks and what can be labelled inter-link coherence while
reading the content from several link-mediated sources.23 One of these qualities
has to do with the design of links and their inter-relationships. Some web authors
expect a more or less linear reading sequence and offer their readers a predictable

22. See Salmerdn et al. (2010) for an analysis of three main strategies for the user’s link selec-
tion based on (a) link screen position, (b) link interest, and (c) the semantic relation of a link
with the section just read.

23. This inter-link coherence is similar to the label internodal coherence proposed by Engebretsen
(2000). He distinguishes three types of coherence between links: (a) intranodal coherence, ap-
plied only to one link and which corresponds to the traditional notion of coherence used in text
linguistics, since the text is read in a linear way; (b) internodal coherence, referring to the relation
between two nodes of text that are link-mediated and read in sequence; and (c) hyperstructural
coherence, reflecting upon the structure that governs the whole system of nodes and links.
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structure of texts, while other authors offer total navigational freedom, leaving the
full responsibility for the processed content and the order in which it is processed
to their readers. In this sense, Reitbauer (2006) suggests three possible structures
of links: the linear structure (a conversion of traditional texts into a link-mediated
format but with linear arrangement); the axial structure, characterized by a num-
ber of central nodes that work as organizing axes and recommend a determinate
reading sequence (often with the aid of frames at one side of the screen); and the
network structure, which offers the user the highest level of navigational freedom.
Besides, Danielson (2002: 9) has analysed the most typical links and groups them
into dichotomies: (a) associative (relates content according to content similarity
and relevance) vs. structural (relates content according to the structure of the page
or portal); (b) embedded (visually and semantically included in the interface) vs.
isolated (separated from it); and (c) static (all the attributes are maintained in dif-
ferent sessions and with several users) vs. dynamic. Needless to say, as the reading
sequence becomes less predictable and less supported by the author, the content
will be more open to personal interpretations and to increased effort if personal
choices of reading paths and links do not lead to the expected outcomes.

Links are, in short, a promise of increased relevance, of supplementary inter-
est, in exchange for the effort that clicking on them demands. This is why Pajares
Tosca (2000) redefines S&W’s principle of relevance as the condition in which
“every link communicates the presumption of its optimal relevance.” In her view,
links entail a kind of “suspended meaning” that will not be confirmed until the
user really sees where the link leads.24 As such, links do not possess a fixed and
definite meaning, but are mere indices of a possibly deferred relevance. Mitra &
Cohen (1999:186) point in the same direction when they write that, unlike other
texts, Internet content is constantly inviting the reader to move to another chunk
of text by using a link. The traditional presumption that the reader will process
the whole text is substituted on the Net by the expectation that the user will ex-
plore and surf the page by clicking on the links. Of course, against the author’s
expectation, the link (and subsequent text related to it) may end up being ir-
relevant to the reader due to increased mental effort and frustration at the lack
of inter-link (or inter-node) coherence. Furthermore, Mobrand & Spyridakis
(2007:44) state that

24. Pirolli & Card (1999, cited in Murphy et al. 2006) suggest the analogy of a user who is ex-
ploring a web page to an animal foraging for food. For animals, the calories spent foraging for
food must be less than the calories that the food provides. Similarly, the wording of a hyperlink
promises a potential benefit to a site visitor, while the time that the visitor spends reading and
choosing a link, and also finding an adequate inter-link interpretation, represent a cost.
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Being unable to predict the reader’s path, hypertext authors can find it difficult
to provide effective signals that facilitate understanding. Hypertext authors may,
however, address coherence between nodes in several ways: by explicitly indicat-
ing the semantic relationship between linked nodes, juxtaposing the content of
the preceding and current nodes in order to connect existing (or ‘given’) informa-
tion to new information, or providing orientation cues that help readers identify
their current position and obtain an overview of the hypertext structure.

4.  Usability: A relevance-theoretic approach

Usability refers to the effort that the use of a computer system demands. However,
as Casalo et al. (2008:326) correctly qualify, nowadays the term is mainly associ-
ated with the ease of use of web pages or interfaces. Because usability affects users’
processing effort when using an interface, accessing the information on a web
page or surfing the Net, it is clearly linked to estimations of relevance.

Casalé et al. (ibid.) propose several factors that are related to usability: (a) how
easy it is to assimilate the structure of a web page, its functions, the interface and
the content; (b) how simple it is to use the page at initial stages; (c) how fast users
can find what they are searching for; (d) how easy the user feels it is to navigate
the page; and (e) how much users can control what they are doing and where they
are at a particular stage of navigation. All of these factors play a role in the even-
tual relevance of web content.

Besides, several methods to measure usability have been proposed. In the
same way as a quantitative model of relevance assessment was deemed necessary
by several analysts, even if difficult to put into practice, a quantitative measure-
ment of usability has also been attempted. But Van Schaik & Ling (2006:872)
acknowledge that currently the tendency is to use subjective techniques to explore
user satisfaction, sometimes in conjunction with more objective tests. However,
the latter are typically carried out in laboratories and this prevents the study of
“natural” behaviour of users when assessing web page usability.25

25. Alby & Zucchermaglio (2008:496) list some deficiencies of these laboratory tests: (1) the
informants often have different motivations from the ones for which the technology had been
designed; (2) the group or community practices of end users are not taken into account; (3) the
interaction with the technology is supposed to be individual and mental, but the complex phe-
nomena that have to do with local, social and organizative mechanisms are not taken into
consideration; and (4) usability tests are usually performed at the final stages of the design of
the interface, when it is almost finished and there is little room for changes.
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41 Users and interfaces

Web pages are normally designed so as to provide easy access to the most inter-
esting information and arrange it in relevant ways. In this framework, the visual,
verbal or multimodal design of the interface is essential in web usability and user
satisfaction. Furthermore, satisfaction with usability can have implications for fu-
ture visits to the web page. This is essential, for example, for customer loyalty in
e-commerce.26

Nowadays web pages include text, pictures, flash animations, graphics and
videos, among other elements. The combination of these elements has an impact
on the user’s satisfaction (and the user’s desire to return to the page in the future),
and also on the eventual relevance of web content. However, this assertion does
not entail that pictures invariably play the major role in the interpretation of web
pages, as we could intuitively conclude. Although several studies claim that in-
formation is processed (and retained) more easily when it is presented visually
than when presented only textually (Casal6 et al. 2008), for a pragmatic analysis
the importance of these elements lies in whether these are combined effectively to
generate relevant interpretive outcomes.

What are the user’s expectations and actions when they surf the Net? There
may be no foolproof way to predict patterns of users’ behaviour on the Net be-
cause the users’ cognitive environments and expectations of relevance differ enor-
mously. Nevertheless, some generalizations can be made about their needs, search
for relevance and prominence of certain information from informative sources
that “compete” for the users” attention. In the next heading some comments on
usability are summarized (see also Yus 2010c).

4.2 Designing for relevance

Designing a web page entails a prediction of readers’ needs and actions, e.g. that
they will follow certain interpretive steps with the aid of inference, that the way
information is arranged will be positively valued by the readers, etc. As summa-
rized in the cognitive principle of relevance (S&W 1995:260-266), the human
cognitive system tends to pay attention and devote cognitive resources to poten-
tially relevant stimuli. In the same way, Internet users tend to pick up, often un-
consciously, the information from the web page that is likely to be relevant. Those
who design pages or fill them with content foresee that certain information and

26. For example, Casalo et al. (2008) and Chang & Chen (2008) concluded in their studies that
there is a relationship between user loyalty and usability.



Chapter 3. Relevance on the web page

73

the way it is arranged on the page are more likely to be selected and processed,
together with a prediction of which conclusions the users are likely to draw from
this information.

S&W (2002: 14-15) stress this human ability to predict the mental states and
inferential steps of others, as part of the general human tendency to maximize
relevance. Specifically, individuals (and also web page authors and designers)
can predict:

1. What stimulus in an individual B’s environment is likely to attract B’s attention
(i.e. the most relevant stimulus in that environment). In the context of web page
processing, the author (or designer) is aware that certain ways of designing a page
and putting information in it are likely to interest the user.

2. What background information from B’s memory is likely to be retrieved and
used in processing this stimulus (i.e. the background information most relevant
to processing it). In the context of web page processing, the authors (or designers)
assume that certain information will already belong to the reader’s cognitive envi-
ronment and that the web content will combine effectively with this background
information to yield relevant conclusions.

3. What inferences B is likely to draw (i.e. those inferences which yield enough
cognitive benefits for B’s attentional resources to remain on the stimulus rather
than being diverted to alternative potential inputs competing for those resources).
The same would apply to the processing of web page content.

In other types of communication, relevance theory has proved to be useful for
showing that speakers are indeed able to predict (1-3) above. An example is the
structure of jokes and other humorous texts.2” Humorists are aware that some of
their jokes (or parts of them) can lead to different interpretations (some of them
not noticed by the audience) and can predict which of these interpretations is more
likely to be picked up as the intended one (since it offers the best balance of cogni-
tive effects and mental effort). The audience will then discover that this interpreta-
tion just picked up is not the intended and eventually valid one, which produces an
incongruity. It is not until the end of the joke that the audience are given the resolu-
tion of the incongruity and the humorous effects are produced. In the bibliography
there are examples such as (1a), in which the humorist predicts that the most likely
interpretation is (1b), more accessible and relevant, but which is later invalidated
and replaced with a more unlikely but eventually correct (1c):

27. See Yus (1997c¢, 2002c, 2003e, 2004, 2005d, 2008c, 2009¢, 2010e, 2011b, forthcoming b) for
some applications of relevance theory to humorous discourses (jokes, stand-up monologues, etc.).
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(1) a. A doctor thoroughly examined his patient, and said, “Look, I really
can’t find any reason for this mysterious affliction. It’s probably due to
drinking.” The patient sighed, and snapped, ‘In that case, I'll come back
when you’re damn well sober!”

b. The reason for the patient’s affliction is alcohol (which the patient drinks).
c.  'The reason for the patient’s affliction is alcohol (which the doctor drinks).

In a similar way, authors or designers of web pages make predictions of relevance,
of the reader’s manifest information, inferential steps and conclusions that they
can draw from web page content and background information. But there is no
guarantee that these predictions will be successful, since cognitive environments
and manifest information vary enormously among users (see Nielsen 2008).
Livingstone (2007:167) also stresses that web pages are open to interpretations
that are not necessarily predicted by their authors or designers. She illustrates
this with a page for adolescents, The Epal Homepage. Its creators tried to make it
attractive to its potential young readers by designing an avatar-mediated interface
that looked like the famous video-game character Lara Croft. But contrary to the
predictions, adolescents did not find it interesting at all.

Perhaps it would be more sensible to assume that certain designs and web
content will surely satisfy certain users and discourage others. An example can be
found in Wu et al. (2008). They concluded that there is a dilemma between the
advantage of being guided in web navigation and the freedom of navigation that
users take for granted. These analysts conclude that the best web page design is
the one based on a multi-faceted categorization system, that is, a structure where
several categories are offered on the page and all of them are equally prominent
and independent. In relevance-theoretic terms, this arrangement minimizes the
presumption of an intended interpretation or reading path; instead, the author
simply makes manifest the information, organized in categories, and leaves all
responsibility of choice and final satisfaction to the reader.

In any case, Wu et al (ibid.) propose that some control over navigational op-
tions should be exerted, with an emphasis on predicting users’ needs, so that
some options have more prominence over the others in the interface. Again, this
control and these predictions do not guarantee eventual relevance for the users,
who are very different and with differing cognitive environments. This unpredict-
ability is clear in the two types of interface that these authors analyse. On the one
hand, in hierarchical structure there is a relationship of subordination among ele-
ments and nodes, but the user might not understand the structure that underlies
and provides coherence to the arrangement of these elements, even if the users
are guided in their navigation. On the other hand, multiple categorization adopts
a uniform structure that treats each category as independent, but this extreme
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freedom might generate unwanted effects, for example it might cause the user to
get lost among the array of options (which increases mental effort and the even-
tual relevance of the content of the page).

In conclusion, the design of the page, the choice of what information it contains
and the selection of items to be turned into links are subject to hypotheses about
their relevance. To these hypotheses other factors can be added, for instance refer-
ring to the people that are involved in web-page-mediated communication28 or to
those technological aspects that may influence the user’ satisfaction or lack of it.
For example, Rajani & Rosenberg (2000) list what they call computational aspects
of web page usability and which may influence successful navigation: (a) main-
tenance (the page has to incorporate recent technological advances and the user
has to be up to date on how to use a technology in constant evolution); (b) speed
of access (pictures and animations may slow the access to the content of the page
and frustrate users); (c) WYSIWYG (“what you see is what you get,” the printed
output and what one sees on the screen might differ, even if nowadays there is a
presumption of equivalence); (d) navigational aids (among them, frames, bars,
content indexes, site map, etc., which help to reduce mental effort when process-
ing the page); (e) anonymity (web page designers do not usually know the future
users of the page, nor do they have access to their cognitive environments or how
the web content will interact with these environments); (f) design traits (clarity,
accessibility, consistency, simplicity, navigability, etc.); and (g) limitations of html
(html is the language of web pages, but it is still limited when complicated layouts
are intended on the page).

Given the variety of elements influencing web processing and navigation, it
is difficult to make recommendations that will invariably lead to relevant inter-
pretive outcomes. An attempt is found in Ethier et al. (2008:2773). They clas-
sify their pieces of advice into three categories. The first one comprises opinions
and recommendations made intuitively by professionals and web design experts.
The second category comprises typical recommendations for web page design in-
tended to reduce the user’s disorientation when surfing the Net. Finally, the third
category feeds from the actual users’ experience in order to guarantee a usability-
oriented web page design.

Other suggestions include those made by Abels et al. (1998). They group
them in criteria such as (a) use (the page should be easy to use, with navigational

28. See Chevalier & Bonnardel (2007), who in the field of e-commerce differentiate clearly
between the client of the web page designer (the owner of the page) and the future users of the
page. These users can have radically different motivations and expectations of relevance from
the owner’s.
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aids, etc.), (b) content (information should be updated, useful, etc.), (c) structure
(it should be intelligible, with clear organizing principles, hierarchy of texts, etc.),
(d) links (they should relate pages in a relevant way, etc.), and (e) search (there
should be some area on the page for searches).

Fuccella & Pizzolato (1998) propose a web design in three steps that are meant
to be integrated in the creative process. The first step entails a definition of the au-
dience. Then, a collection of data and requirements of the page takes place in order
to have a clearer picture of the intended content. Finally, there is an organization
of the information.

Lim (2002) prefers to list specific pieces of advice for web page designers,
such as: (a) Follow a sequential progression: “information on websites unfolds in
a sequential manner where one hyperlink is an elaboration of a previous inter-
connected hyperlink and so on” (ibid.: 165). Users are used to this form of pro-
cessing information and get annoyed if the structure of the page does not fit it,
with a parallel increase in the mental effort involved. (b) Mimic real-life scripts.
As humans, we make sense of the environment and extract stereotypical mental
scripts that we store in our encyclopaedic knowledge. Later, we use this store of
information to make predictions on what is going to happen on a particular occa-
sion. In a similar fashion, Internet users expect certain scripts in their processing
of web content, thus saving mental effort. (c) Provide visual indicators, especially
useful for e-commerce. (d) Place functionality above aesthetics, also useful for
e-commerce websites (but see Mitra et al. 2005 for a different position on this).

5.  Transferring discourses to the Internet: The printed newspaper

Newspapers are a good example of how users search for and evaluate the relevance
of information and how the design has to be altered so as to meet the expectations
of relevance in the transference to a different medium (from the printed page
to the Net). At the beginning, printed newspapers were simply scanned and up-
loaded to a website without changes in their format. Nowadays, however, cyber-
newspapers have turned into news portals, even if the scanned printed newspaper
can still be accessed on a different area of the portal (often under subscription).
Crucially, the evolution of the news format from “paper” to “electronic” on the
Net has huge consequences on how relevance is assessed and how much atten-
tion the user pays to the news in both media (printed/electronic). There are also
variations in the level of participation expected from the user to complete the
information initially provided by the news article (see Yus 2003d). As Mobrand &
Spyridakis (2007:43), stress,
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traditional print-based signals do not translate easily to such hypertexts, and the
reader finds no comforting boundaries or sense of closure in the malleable web
environment. The reader must share his or her limited pool of cognitive resources
available for reading between comprehending the text, manipulating the reading
tool, and making decisions about the path to take through the text.

Online newspapers have gone through a number of phases in their evolution. Each
phase has had an impact on the readers’ interpretations and their relevance (see
Cabrera Gonzélez 2001 for a proposal of stages). Differences have become notori-
ous as the online format has evolved into an autonomous genre with hardly any
resemblance to the printed counterpart and with more options for interactivity with
the reader.2% The following differences are particularly worth commenting upon:

1. Immediacy. The printed newspaper cannot compete against the fast “real-time
updating” of Internet news portals. Maybe the only advantage of printed news is
to offer the reader a more elaborate and detailed account of the newsworthy event.
In any case, the authors of printed news have to predict, at every stage of the com-
position of the text, whether the event already belongs to the reader’s cognitive
environment or not, and to what extent the information it conveys combines in
relevant ways with this cognitive environment, because the relevance obtained in
each case will vary enormously. Certainly, if the reader already knows about the
event, the information in the news article will be irrelevant. This explains why
authors try their best to make relevant predictions of manifestness. Take, for in-
stance, the following headlines, both referring to the same newsworthy event:

(2) a. ElColumbia se desintegra poco antes de tomar tierra.
(Informacion, 2-2-2003, p. 1)
[Columbia disintegrates before landing].

b. Bush promete continuar los vuelos al espacio a pesar del desastre del

‘Columbid’ (El Pais, 2-2-2003, p. 1)
[Bush promises that space missions will continue despite the ‘Columbia’
disaster].

29. Beyers (2004: 12) proposes two senses of the term “interactivity” in cybernewspapers.
Firstly, interaction is part of communication with the reader, for example with a readers’ fo-
rum, chat rooms included in the news portal, or e-mail. This is called communication interac-
tivity, interpersonal interactivity or audience involvement. Secondly, there can also be interac-
tion when readers select content. Internet allows for a choice of “my own newspaper,” which
Beyers labels as selection interactivity. On the other hand, Bucher & Schumacher (2006) dis-
tinguish two other senses of the term: (a) a technical sense of interactivity as responsiveness;
and (b) a sociological term that refers to reciprocity.
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The headlines in (2) mention an accident involving the Columbia space shuttle
that took place on February 1st, 2003, at around 3 oclock in the afternoon (Spain’s
local time). Although it was very likely that the next day the reader would know
about the accident from other media, the author of (2a) offers the accident as “new
information” for the reader’s cognitive environment, and its relevance will lie in
adding information to this environment (and it will be irrelevant if this informa-
tion is already manifest to the reader). By contrast, the author of (2b) presupposes
that the news on the accident is already part of the reader’s cognitive environment
and seeks relevance by offering additional information about the event.

With the Internet, these predictions of manifestness of information are not so
much an issue due to the “real time” quality of information on news portals. As
Baehr & Schaller (2010:36) correctly state,

In the real-time unfolding of news events online, context is often lost and never
recouped as other events break and the early news is stowed at the expense of
current events that draw the readers’ and viewers’ interest. In the past, people
would find out about a tsunami on the evening news or the next day. In real time,
the news unfolds literally as it happens. The analysis and contextual pieces in the
newspaper arrived on the doorstep the following morning. Now, users are left to
find their own context.

2. Ubiquity. The cybernewspaper can be accessed from any part of the world
with Internet connection, while the printed paper is normally bought and read at
specific physical locations (but there are interfaces for reading the printed paper
online; see below).

3. Scroll factor. The text of the news on the screen disappears from the top as
we scroll down while reading it. Many users are reluctant to move the text so that
the unframed part of the text appears on the screen and prefer to click on links
that lead to smaller chunks of screen-sized texts (Armentia et al. 2000a, 2000b).
As a consequence, when printed news is transferred to the Net it is often neces-
sary to “fragment” it and link the chunks of text together so that they fit the limits
of the screen.

4. Interactivity. The cybernewspaper offers the reader a level of interactivity
that cannot be found in printed newspapers. It is a system-to-user kind of interac-
tion, what Chung (2008: 660) calls medium interactivity. But the constant advances
in the design of news portals and the rise in the trend towards user-generated
context under the Web 2.0 umbrella (e.g. Menéame and Fresqui in Spain)30 make
interactivity increasingly “natural,” bi-directional and even user-to-user, besides
e-mail and online forms to contact the newspaper (Kenney et al. 2000). The kind
of interaction that the user engages in depends on the user’s needs when accessing

30. The first one in [http://www.meneame.net] and the second one in [http://fresqui.com].
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the cybernewspaper: those who have a high information seeking motive are more
likely to expose themselves to mediated contents or messages by clicking hyper-
links (i.e. medium interactivity). On the other hand, people with a high social-
interaction motive will tend to participate in discussion with other readers, for
example by leaving comments in a journalist’s blog or sending e-mails (i.e. human
interactivity) (Yoo 2011:72-73).

5. Multiple formats on the same page. News portals offer information in
multiple types of discourse (visual, verbal, graphics, audio, video...) whereas the
printed page has a more limited range of formats.

6. Updating. Internet portals can be constantly updated, but the printed
newspaper has a time limit beyond which it has to be published and delivered to
newsagents.

7. Trans-temporality. In cybernewspapers, articles are frequently archived but
are, at the same time, always accessible to users. This results in a new form of news
processing that combines old and new information to generate more fine-grained
outputs of relevance.

8. Personalization. Sometimes users are allowed to alter the content of the
web portal according to their informational needs or search for tailored sources
of news that directly appeal to them and combine with their cognitive environ-
ments effectively.

It is clear that both sources of news, printed and online, are so different nowadays
that the eventual relevance will necessarily be affected by how (and how much)
information is accessed and processed. Nevertheless, for both formats there is an
activity that always applies: the reader’s inferential gap-filling of information to
turn the schematic words into fully contextualized and relevant interpretations.
In Dor (2003:704) Example (3) (from the Israeli national newspaper Maariv) is
proposed. I have added in italics several questions that readers would ask them-
selves in their search for a relevant interpretation. A short and simple paragraph
such as (3) demands a lot of inferential enrichment, and in this process, the read-
er has to determine which information is new and which information is already
manifest, plus combinations of both:

(3) Thebodies of John Kennedy Jr. [who is he? what do I know about him?], his wife
Caroline and his sister-in-law Lorraine [who are they? what do I know about
them?] were discovered yesterday in the ocean [were they dead? what were they
doing there?], at a depth of 30 meters [is this information relevant?], 10 kilometers
away from Martha’s Vineyard Island [what do I know about this island?], where
they were headed on Saturday [which Saturday? why were they going there?].
Senator Edward Kennedy, John's uncle [what do I know about him?], arrived
at the site where the bodies were found, in order to identify them. Kennedy
Jr. will be buried in NY in the coming days [is this information relevant?].
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The text of the news article always underdetermines the information that its au-
thor intends to communicate with it (i.e. it is always less informative than the
intended interpretation) and the reader’s collaboration is thus essential. But again,
the variability of cognitive environments, attitudes, needs for information, inter-
ests, etc among readers is so wide that authors can only make more o less accurate
predictions about the potential interest of the news article.

It is also interesting for a relevance-theoretic study of news to analyse the
reading pattern of the printed newspaper and compare it to that of cybernews-
papers so as to determine if the expectations of relevance (and ways to obtain it)
differ between the two formats. Figure 3.1 shows a prototypical reading sequence
(of course, not the only possible one) for a printed newspaper. The reader will
probably start by browsing the pages or paying attention to the front page, or go-
ing to a specific section that he/she likes.

When the reader stops browsing and reads an article whose content is poten-
tially relevant, the reader will tend to process each part that the article is composed
of (headline, lead, first paragraph...) and will stop when his/her expectations of rel-
evance are satisfied. Many readers will stop processing at the very headline, because
most headlines are informative enough to optimize relevance (see Dor 2003).

The online format, on the other hand, alters enormously the aforementioned
reading sequence. Firstly, in cybernewspapers we can frequently see how the au-
thors have also filtered the information from the Net, which might be interesting
as a complement to an article. Secondly, today’s users are fully aware of all the
possibilities that the Internet offers and are more demanding in their need for
immediacy and inter-connection of information. They are used to multi-tasking
and willing to click on any link that offers a presumption of potential relevance.
As Orihuela (2000) states, nowadays we have to learn to read and write all over
again, to obtain and spread information. Today, information tends to be built up
in the form of navigational spaces, as networks in which the different formats
(text, audio, video, graphics, animations...) are inter-connected, open to the us-
ers’ decisions and their own contributions. Knowledge in the information age is
fragmented, dispersed, and hyper-specialized.

Besides, Tewksbury (2003:694) claims that the Net provides the audience
with a more substantial control over the selection process of information than
with traditional media. Internet users are particularly prone to following their
own interests and reluctant to follow the wishes of editors or producers of news.
However, the availability of information comes at a cost in terms of mental pro-
cessing effort. D’Haenens et al. (2004: 365) conclude that users devote too much
effort to working out the structure of the page and to creating their own pathways
through the content, and there is no guarantee that this effort will be offset by
supplementary interest.
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Nowadays, cybernewspapers bear little resemblance to their printed counter-
parts, and both designers and users benefit from alternative sources of relevance
within the portal or in other areas of the Net related to the text they are reading.
Reading cybernewspapers is therefore different from reading printed papers. Fig-
ure 3.2 shows a prototypical sequence (again, not the only possible one) for the
processing of news in cybernewspapers which differs from Figure 3.1. The infer-
ential steps start, again, with the user’s cognitive environment and expectations of
relevance. Normally, the search for relevance starts at the homepage of the cyber-
newspaper, from which a wide array of options are offered to the user. It should be
noted that starting the reading activity at the front page of a printed newspaper is
very different from starting it at the online newspaper’s counterpart: “interactivity,
multimodality and dynamic content make the online frontpage different from a
paper frontpage. While the paper frontpage has the physical boundary of the first
page in a newspaper, and one can dwell on it, the online frontpage is a gateway, i.e.
a navigational page providing access to other pages” (Santini et al. 2010: 10).

Among other options offered to users, in Figure 3.2 some are listed: to type
words in the “search” option, to access the site map, to click on the link of a spe-
cific news article that has been highlighted at the home page, or to enter a sec-
tion (these are normally listed in a side frame or in an arrangement of parallel
tags). After choosing one option, the user will probably read the most appealing
headline. In cybernewspapers headlines are mere stretches of text that link to the
non-visible content, and it is very unlikely that the user will be satisfied only with
the information that it provides and hence he/she will tend to click on the link
to check the presumption of relevance that the link creates. From this point the
pattern is similar to that for printed news: accessing different sections of the news
article and stopping when one is satisfied; but there are differences in format. The
online news article may be fragmented in link-mediated chunks.

An important difference between newsprint and cybernewspapers is that,
while reading the latter, the user can leave the page of the news article and look for
alternative sources of information in other areas of the Net (represented as dotted
lines in Figure 3.2). For example, the reader can use the “search option,” or check
multimedia content related to the article, as well as graphics, or access the general
archive of news in the portal to see what has been published before on the topic
of the news article. All these inter-connections of information play an important
role in the eventual relevance obtained from reading the online article.

On the other hand, and at the present stage of the evolution of cybernewspa-
pers, there are in general three versions of the same news article. The first version
bears no resemblance to the one that was printed and, as such, it could be labelled
novel cybergenre in Shepherd & Watters’ (1998) terminology. The second contains
the same content as the printed paper, but with the addition of several options
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Figure 3.3 The interface of EI Pais for reading printed news online

(video, links to other pages, etc.). And the third is a faithful reproduction of the
news article just as it was printed, such as the ones that we can find in news portals
like EI Pais in Spain and The Guardian in England.3! These versions fit the label
extant cybergenres (Shepherd & Watters ibid.), especially two variants: the second
would be a variant genre because it is “based on existing genres but [has] evolved
by exploiting the capabilities afforded by the new medium” (Shepherd & Watters
ibid.: 99), whereas the third one would be an example of a replicated genre, since it
is similar to the already existing printed genre.

In the case of El Pais, the reader can choose between an “html version” of
the article or a “pdf version” with the same content and for the latter there is a
special viewer (under subscription) that reproduces the printed paper faithfully
and the user can even turn its pages (Figure 3.3).32 Obviously, it is in the “html
version” where we can find the most striking differences between the two for-
mats. In this one there is additional information on the characters mentioned,

31. The first at [http://www.elpais.com/diario] and the second at [http://guardian.newspaper-
direct.com].

32. My thanks to EI Pais for granting me permission to reproduce Figure 3.3.
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plus RSS feeds, links to pages in other newspapers where the same event is ad-
dressed, access to multimedia content, etc. Specifically, RSS feeds are an interest-
ing way of accessing information that inevitably alters the final relevance of the
processing of the news article. Instead of clicking on potentially relevant links,
it is the site that feeds the user with pre-established topics of interest. The RSS
feed is re-written automatically whenever some updating takes place in the con-
tent of a website. In this way, the RSS file makes it possible to know whether the
website has added new content or texts, but without having the need to go to the
actual website unless one wants to read the “extended version” of the potentially
interesting content.

In any case, I think it is interesting to analyse cybernewspapers in comparison
with their printed counterparts in order to delimit the qualities of this cyber-
genre. Orlikowski & Yates (1994) point in the right direction when they propose
the notion of genre interdependence so as to capture the dependencies and con-
nections that may exist between genres when they are enacted in communicative
action. Thlstrom & Henfridsson (2005:175) use this term for investigating the
potential sequential dependencies that exist between the online and the printed
newspaper genres: “Given the long-established genre elements and rules of the
printed newspaper genre, it is plausible to assume that the evolution of the on-
line newspaper genre to a large extent overlaps with its printed counterpart” In
the meantime, the medium keeps evolving and generating adjustments in the
assessment of relevance. At present, the cybernewspaper has jumped from the
computer screen to smart phones, demanding from news producers and readers
information that is

comfortable in a new format, on a smaller screen, where the issue of where you
are may also become part of how you are reading or reporting or watching. This
is [...] a permanent shift in communications consumption. It is ripping the for-
mat of journalism and potentially other media so far away from the page-centric
world we all grew up reading and writing so that it raises the question of how long
it will be before even the concept of a website becomes old hat. (Bell 2010:4)

And within the context of the computer screen, traditional formats fight against
new developments over ways to present information and generate relevant out-
comes. For example, Gémez (2010: 34) suggests that in the near future journalists
will have to develop at least five parallel formats for the “electronic newsagent’s”:
alerts, articles, podcasts, video-reports and news on social networking sites. Each
of them will provoke variations in content accessibility and processing, and hence
on users’ balances of effects and effort.
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6.  Transferring discourses to the Internet: The printed advertisement

Internet advertisements (most of them banners or pop-up ads) are another exam-
ple of a genre that has been transferred to the Net from the initial printed format.
But they also exhibit an informative underdetermination when compared to the
interpretation that they intend to communicate. Therefore, the user’s participa-
tion is essential to compensate for the informational gaps.

The effectiveness of Internet advertisements is measured by the number of
clicks obtained. As they have to share the space of the screen with other discours-
es, they are typically schematic, as in (4a), and demand the user’s cooperation in
turning them into fully contextualized and relevant interpretations, such as (4b),
with the aid of context (see Yus 2005¢):

(4) a. Special offer, 3X2 in milk shakes. Free delivery over $70.
b. We are currently running a special offer in milk shakes: if you buy three
bottles at our chain of supermarkets you will only pay for two of them.
Besides, we are offering free delivery of the product if the purchase of
milk shakes is over $70.

Internet ads are combinations of text, pictures, video or Flash animations that are
placed on a web page in order to draw the user’s attention (communicative inten-
tion) towards the advantages of a product and of purchasing it (informative inten-
tion). Normally, the fulfilment of these intentions is evident when the user clicks
on the ad to be taken elsewhere and buy the product. But nowadays there are in-
novative techniques for the dissemination of the qualities of the product, such as
viral advertising,33 in which the users play an essential role in telling other people
about the qualities of the product and spreading them through their networks,
as will be briefly commented upon below. In any case, advertisements on the Net
have to fight for a share of the users’ attention that typically focuses on other areas
of the screen while they are engaged in multi-tasking activities with other users.
Bulkley (2008) correctly states that the online space is increasingly about blog-
gers, twitterers (mini instant messages) and online forums. Websites are places
for communities to congregate, share and chat. In this digital space brands need
to engage with people by being relevant to what they are already doing or offering
them something they want or need. Unlike TV, the advertiser does not have the
luxury of taking over the entire screen for handfuls of time.

33. Also called viral campaign. It refers to the “mouth-to-mouth” dissemination of information
on the product among friends. For Porter & Golan (2006), though, the two terms are different.
A viral campaign is a marketing strategy with several components and a “mass media” attribute,
whereas viral advertising is a technique for selling products on the Internet based on the partici-
pation of users, who are persuaded to spread the information among their peers.



Chapter 3. Relevance on the web page

87

An Internet advertisement is relevant when the number of cognitive effects
obtained from processing it is high and the mental effort involved in deriving
them is low, as in the interpretation of any stimulus. But many users are willing to
expend considerable cognitive resources on the Net. For example, Carter (2004)
claims that, once the users decide to participate in the interaction with the brand,
they exhibit a higher involvement with it than in traditional media.

Banners are placed on web pages and “invite” readers to click on them. To
achieve that, the designers predict that a certain type of ad or verbal-visual com-
position inside it will be regarded as potentially relevant and will lead to its inter-
pretation and eventual click. What is more difficult to determine is what makes a
user interested in a banner, i.e. how to determine why the banner communicates
a presumption of its eventual relevance. This question is particularly pertinent
since banners are normally intrusive, and pop-up ads (those that suddenly appear
on the screen) are utterly irritating (Bahr & Ford 2011). Therefore they are not, on
paper, very effective and new formats of netvertising have been devised to com-
pensate for this burden (e.g. attractive Flash animations) and avoid, if possible,
the user’s tendency to get used to their presence or even avoid them altogether,
what Benway (1998) called banner blindness (see also Janoschka 2004).

This negative reaction in the user is clearly explained by relevance theory:
since human cognition tends to focus cognitive resources on what is potentially
relevant, these advertisements cannot fight against other areas of the web page for
the user’s attention. Designers of Internet ads should strike a balance between the
capacity of the banner to draw the user’s attention and its level of intrusiveness in
the user’s current navigational goal that led him/her to the page where the banner
is located. This balance is influenced by the kind of navigation. In an experiment,
Calisir & Karaali (2008) concluded that the content of the banner is not interpreted
in the same way (or the banner is not detected in the first place) if the user is simply
surfing the Net with no specific purpose or is looking for specific information.

Clearly, all advertisements are intrusive to a greater or lesser extent and in-
terfere with the task that the audience has at hand (printed ads in magazines, TV
ads interrupting a film, etc.) but on the Internet the level of interference is even
higher because of the size of the screen and this burden has consequences on
the estimation of relevance (see Bruner & Kumar 2000). The key to a successful
advertisement on the screen is to obtain the user’s contextualization of the ad by
combining its information with the user’s cognitive environment so that relevant
outcomes are produced. Of course, the design of the advert may play a part in
drawing attention and leading to this contextualization.

An effective strategy for the contextualization of the advertisement is to attach
it to search engines (as in Google ads) or to place it on web pages whose content
is somehow related to what the advertisement is offering, or to the user’s current
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task at hand, his/her preferences, etc. When such a connection is made between
the content of the ad and the user’s cognitive environment, then the format of
the ad is a secondary issue. This is the case of Google ads: they are text-based
but are very effective in their combination with the user’s search for relevance, as
G. Stuart, former president of Internet Advertising Bureau corroborates:

Most of the time when text ads are used, it's based on a search mechanism.
Naturally, [users] will read all the results given because they are on a search for
something. From that standpoint, text ads are really valuable. In terms of the
lower production costs, the speed [in which they can be put online], the ability to
change things; you can develop a text ad for every single keyword at a low cost in
a way that you can’t do with graphics. (quoted in Honan 2001)

There are several ways in which a banner may end up being relevant. One of them
is thematic similarity between the content of the page and the content of the ad.
An example would be a reader of the online website of The New York Review of
Books who has found the review of a book particularly interesting. This reader
will find it relevant to see on that page a banner that leads directly to an online
bookshop like Amazon or Barnes & Noble where the book can be purchased.

But certainly the most interesting way of attracting interest is when the stimu-
lus is combined with contextual(or already manifest) information to yield interest-
ing conclusions that can only be obtained from this combination. This is why the
most efficient way to obtain relevance for an Internet ad is to place it on a web page
whose content favours this combination and subsequent conclusions, as in (5):

(5) An Internet user with a low budget for buying a car remembers that some
friend of his told him once that there were brand new cars on sale for less
than six thousand euros. He is reading a piece of news on cars in his favourite
online newspaper and comes across a banner leading to a section of an online
magazine in which there is an article comparing a number of low-price cars.
He clicks on it and discovers that two out of five cars are under six thousand
euros, and one of them also has air conditioning and power steering. This
banner is relevant in the current context (willingness to buy a car) and this
expectation of relevance is confirmed: on the one hand, the user strength-
ens his previous assumption that there were cars under six thousand euros.
Moreover, and crucially, the new information about these cars is combined
with the user’s previous intention to buy a low-price car, leading to the impli-
cation that the one with air conditioning and power steering is the one which
he should buy. As a side effect, his satisfaction with this article on cars may
lead, in the future, to a subscription to the online magazine.

The usefulness of placing the ad on thematically related pages is important, but
of course the design of the advertisement also plays a part in relevance outcomes.
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It is undeniable that certain designs are attractive and draw the user’s attention,
setting in motion the search for relevance (see Alaman 2003).

Furthermore, placing the banner at the top of the web page is often suggested
as a tip for ad success. However, in my opinion, this attribute is counterproduc-
tive, because by placing the ad systematically in the same area of the page, it is
inevitable that the user will end up constructing a “banner placement stereotype”
(part of what in the next chapter will be labelled interiorized schema, in this case
“banner schema”) and users will even end up not noticing that the banner is
placed on the page at all (the aforementioned banner blindness).

Several studies have empirically tested the effect of placing banners systemati-
cally on the same area of the page, the extent to which the user’s attention varies
when the banner is placed elsewhere, and banner blindness in general. One of them
is Pagendarm & Schaumburg’s (2001) study. Several informants were asked to find
certain information on a web page. This information was easier to find by clicking on
a banner than by looking for it in a different part of the page. In the first experiment,
the informants found it more difficult to find the banner-mediated information than
to find it through the ordinary links. In the second experiment, several attributes
of the banners were changed (colour, animation or lack of it...). More than 70% of
informants were unable to find the information that would have been easy to access
simply by clicking on the banner. They did not expect the banners, typically disrup-
tive and non-related to the content of the page, and also placed in identifiable places
of the page, to be the source of the information they were searching for.

Another interesting study is that of Benway & Lane (1998). The informants
were asked to find information on English courses. The web page contained a
prominent banner with the text “New! English courses” and, in smaller letter size,
the text “Click for more info” To the authors’ surprise, the informants did not see
that information and clicked, instead, on a small link with the text “Courses” (but
the relevant information was not there). When the informants were shown the
banner where they should have clicked, they were surprised at having missed it.
Again, the explanation is that the informants unconsciously avoided the expen-
diture of cognitive resources for the processing of the banner, since the mental
schema for banners includes the assumption that they are useless and disruptive
in the context of web content processing.34

34. Other studies mentioned in Pagendarm & Schaumburg (2001) and also in Bayles (2000)
yield apparently contradictory conclusions, because in some experiments the informants paid
attention to the banner for up to a second. But actually there is no such contradiction, because
even if the informants did notice the banner on the page, that is, even if they did not suffer
from banner blindness, a deeper level of processing is necessary to determine the really useful
information beyond the link in the banner and conclude that it is potentially relevant to click
on it, a level that the informants did not reach.
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This tendency to the user’s dismissal of pop-up advertisements was empiri-
cally demonstrated by Bahr & Ford (2011:782), where users rapidly developed as
sort of mental schema of uselessness for these ads: “users operated using a mental
model for future pop-up stimuli to be perceived as meaningless and disruptive
and promptly eliminated with a heuristic considered relatively safe” But this re-
search should be complemented with analysis of how the structure and overall
content of the web page where the banner is allocated affects banner identification
and recall, as in Hsieh & Chen (2011). One of the main conclusions was that

Web pages with different information type of browsing contents do affect us-
ers’ attention on advertising. Video-based webpages and picture-based webpages
have a better advantage in advertising attention than text-based webpages and
text-picture-based webpages do. Among these information types, the video-
based webpages are the best for drawing users’ advertising attention. (ibid.:943)

In conclusion, the design of the banner with attractive colours, animations, etc.
is useful to draw the user’s attention, but it does not guarantee that the user will
actually click on it to purchase a product. The design is in fact subject to the gen-
eral cost-benefit cognitive assessment that all web page processing entails. Google
has demonstrated that it is possible to be effective with plain text-based ads (also
called microads). According to Omid Kordestani (Vicepresident of Google at the
beginning of this century) the goal was to make something that did not subtract
from the Google user experience. The idea was that the commercials should be
complementary to the standard search, be clearly set apart as ads by colour, ser-
vice the client to learn how to better target the ads, and be designed around rel-
evancy. These ads allow fast load time, clear distinction, and tools for relevancy
(quoted in Honan 2001).

The most positive way to make banners more efficient is to obtain the users’
involvement, to get them to participate through expectations of relevance. This
can be achieved by two means: (a) by asking the users to solve some inferential or
metadiscursive puzzle suggested in the banner; or (b) by getting them to spread
the qualities of the product to other users in a virus-like way.

An example of (a) is to challenge users by creating some kind of incongruity
in the banner and expecting them to be willing to solve it as part of the general hu-
man tendency to make sense of the world we live in and sort out inconsistencies.
This strategy is typical of printed advertisements, where their texts often include
word-plays on polysemy, homophony, etc., as well as text-image incongruities
(see Tanaka 1994). Internet banners can also exploit this strategy, but the way
this is sustained on the Internet necessarily differs from printed ads. As Gustavo
Nuiez, from Nielsen Online Espafia, correctly asserts (in Sevillano 2010: 12), the
challenge for the advertiser “is not so much the format as the way communication
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ends up being successful” It is useless to simply transfer the TV spot to the Net;
the language has to be different, not unidirectional. “The user expresses an opin-
ion, replies, talks to other users [...] the brand image is constructed in real time”
User participation can also be fostered by asking them to compete for a reward.
This is what the advertiser for a new film on Sherlock Holmes did by asking Face-
book users to find Watson with a number of clues and whoever solved the puzzle
got free tickets to see the film. Similarly, advergames (defined as “computer games
specifically created to function as advertisements to promote brands, where the
entertainment content mimics traditional game forms,” Kretchmer 2005, quoted
in Cauberghe & De Pelsmacker 2010:5) are effective means to obtain user inter-
est, participation and, eventually, the spread of the brand or product advertised.

In the case of (b), users may also be willing to play an active part in the viral
spread of the content of the product advertised if they think that it is going to be
useful for their circle of friends and acquaintances. An example is the billboard
that appeared in the streets of Spanish towns in 2008, described in (6):

(6) a. Advertisement: “Cambio mi sexto sentido por un instinto basico...
Quién fuera hombre”
[I exchange my sixth sense for a basic instinct... I wish I was a man].

b. Brand: A company that sells men’s underwear.

c. Visual context: The text in (6a) is superimposed on the photograph of a
topless woman who is wearing one of the male underwear garments.

During this campaign, the users could enter the brand’s website and send this ad
(the woman with the text) to their friends by e-mail, but changing the text into
whatever message they wanted to type (for example, “Td like to introduce you to
my new girlfriend”). By humorously sending this ad to their friends, the users
were unconsciously spreading the qualities of that brand’s underwear. This virus-
like spread may even be more effective than the traditional Internet banner.

Another example is described in Fleck et al. (2007:232) and reproduced in
(7) below:

(7) An advertising campaign by Volkswagen used short video clips which could
easily be shared and distributed across the World Wide Web. The story was
trivial, showing an old man (Horst Schldmmer) preparing for the driving
licence examination. Thanks to the performance of the well-known German
comedian Hape Kerkeling, the clips were amusing and entertaining.

At the heart of viral advertising lies the concept of meme, a cultural unit dissemi-
nated among the population and which, in the context of Internet-mediated com-
munication, ends up being manifest to a number of users and online communities.
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From an anthropological perspective, there is an interesting debate between those
who defend a cultural dissemination based on the meme (with a genetic concep-
tualization of cultural spread) and those who defend an epidemiological approach
(with a more virus-like conceptualization), the latter proposed by Sperber (1996),
among others.3> Similarly, mouth-to-mouth (or, rather, “keyboard-to-keyboard”)
communication of advertisements on the Net may also obtain a cultural, commu-
nal status thanks to the users’ obsession with spreading and sharing information
in their social networking sites, chat rooms, etc.

35. An application of this epidemiological approach to humour was suggested in Yus (2002c,
2004, 2005d), specifically to stand-up comedy monologues. When the comedian addresses the
audience, they communicate (make manifest) a number of assumptions related to cultural rep-
resentations, often of a stereotypical quality, which are already stored in the minds of the audi-
ence. The comedy venue is an ideal scenario for the propagation and dissemination of cultural
information, a version of which ends up being shared by all the members of the audience (with
subtle variations deriving from the combination of this cultural information and the personal
cognitive environments of all the members of the audience). In short, cultural information -
typically made of stereotypes — spreads in the comedy venue with the aid of the comedian’s
monologues.



CHAPTER 4

Social networks on the Internet: The Web 2.0

The Internet is under constant evolution and development. One of the most
strikingly successful environments for virtual interactions and information
transmission is the popularization of a new form of production and reception of
information that avoids the traditional “pyramidal media communication pat-
tern” based on an authority that uni-directionally filters and delivers Internet con-
tent to the mass of users. Instead, this new trend of informational dissemination
feeds from the users through special interfaces for interactions and content shar-
ing. This phenomenon, now consolidated, has been given different labels, such as
social networks, Web 2.0 (see O’Reilly 2007), wiki phenomenon, participatory cul-
ture (Jenkins et al. 2006), user-generated content, Me Media (Garfield 2006), and
social software, among others. It implies a new form of conceptualizing the Net
that is interesting for a pragmatic analysis of the information exchanged in these
networks and the way it is interpreted, contextualized and transmitted. Besides,
analysts within pragmatics would also be interested in the quality of interactions
therein and how these are sustained in these virtual scenarios. Furthermore, it is
also worth studying the role that the interface (e.g. blogs, social networking sites,
Twitter) plays in information transmission, identity shaping and collective ac-
tions. For example, Androutsopoulos (2010:208) claims that any analysis in this
direction should take into account processes such as integration (the co-existence
of various communication modes on a single platform), embedding (the ability
to place digital content, especially videos, on a web page, or combinations of text
and multimedia), and modularity (the way in which web pages are composed of
a number of different elements in terms of origin, authorship, affordances, condi-
tions of production and so on).

A pragmatics-oriented analysis would initially focus on the “addresser users,”
i.e. the producers of information, whose task of uploading information has to be
compensated for by an offset of cognitive effects that are more related to “contrib-
uting to the collectivity” than to obtaining self-oriented cognitive reward, as can
be deduced from these two addresser-centred conditions of relevance:
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Conditiona.  Socially generated information is relevant to an individual to the
extent that the social benefit achieved when it is produced is large.

Condition b.  Socially generated information is relevant to an individual to
the extent that the effort required to produce it does not threat-
en the user’s satisfaction at being engaged in collectively gener-
ated content.

These two conditions are influenced by inherent features of the Net. For example,
condition (b) is affected by several factors, as concluded by Li (2011), to the ex-
tent that in that study effort was not a significant predictor of the willingness
to contribute information to online communities. Specifically, effort is typically
minimized by the quality of digital discourse and users’ surfing habits:

the regular information contributors are likely to be ritual visitors to the commu-
nity so, when they take time to visit, the extra time needed to contribute informa-
tion may not be substantial. [...] The effort needed to contribute could also be
significantly reduced by using computer technology. Since information is often
stored in digital format, contributing information could require little more than
the ability to copy and paste. Considering these factors, it is conceivable that the

cost of contributing information to online communities is negligible. (ibid.:291)

Of course, there is also a recipient-centred estimation of relevance. Addressee us-
ers have to make sense of the vast amount of user-generated information on the
Net and select the potentially relevant one, often without the aid of an authority
that filters out irrelevant content.

In this chapter, I will analyse several forms of Internet communication and
networking that clearly emphasize sociality, interactivity and mutuality of infor-
mation within the generic label of Web 2.0.! Firstly, blogs (or weblogs) will be
studied from several points of view (author, content, reader and interactivity).
Although blogs are a development of the traditional personal web page studied
in Chapter 2, they possess an explicit social orientation and a purpose of interac-
tion with other users. Secondly, the trend of social networking sites such as Face-
book or MySpace will be addressed. They are also developments of the personal
web page but the new interface allows for a great number of interactions and the
management of shared information with friends or acquaintances. Finally, a brief
analysis of the microblog Twitter, a short-messaging service with an explicit social
networking orientation, will be made.

1. Chiang et al. (2009) argue that the qualities of social networks on the Internet are, in fact,
scalable, that is, a website exhibits a greater or lesser quality of “Web 2.0ness” depending on how
many prototypical parameters of social networks they exhibit.
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1. Blogs

In the last few years, web pages have evolved into more interactive forms of
Internet-mediated communication. Unlike the static quality of traditional web
pages, which only made manifest information to passive readers, the level of
interaction that blogs achieve today makes it possible to obtain a mutual mani-
festness of this information. Besides, one of the reasons why users abandoned
the web page and created their blogs is that the latter are easy to use and up-
date (and social networking sites are even easier to manage, thus reducing blog
popularity, see Arthur 2009).

Blogs are web pages that have evolved into an identifiable genre (see Yus
2008d, 2008¢e). Among the many definitions of blogs that can be found in the
bibliography, I have selected the following:

A blog is a website that consists of short entries made by a writer, or a blogger.
The entries are arranged in a reverse-chronological order (latest entry first) by
time and date, much like on a message board or a website guestbook. Usually
the entries consist of the entry text itself, a title and a time/date stamp. Only the
newest entries are displayed on the main blog page while older entries are usu-
ally arranged in archives where they can be accessed on a later date. Many blogs
nowadays also allow readers to post comments to individual entries, much as
they would do in threads on a discussion forum. (Vuorinen 2005:5)

A frequently updated web site consisting of personal observations, excerpts from
other sources, etc., typically run by a single person, and usually with hyperlinks
to other sites. (Oxford English Dictionary, 2002, quoted in boyd 2006a)

Blogs are online publications that are characterised by short entries which are
usually written in an expressive and authentic style and are arranged in reverse
chronological order. (Fleck et al. 2007:228)

As was suggested for web pages in a previous chapter, blogs can be studied from
three main points of view. Firstly, the author’s intention when uploading infor-
mation on the blog is essential in a pragmatic analysis. Secondly, the qualities of
blogs as a stabilized genre can also be studied, insofar as they are evidence of the
blogger’s intentions. And thirdly, the analyst can use the content of the blog as a
tool to predict the quality of readers’ interpretations. To these three perspectives a
fourth can be added that focusses on the blog as a medium to sustain interactions
and as evidence of group or community ties.
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11 The blogger’s intention

Blogs are verbal-visual discourses that work as evidence of the blogger’s commu-
nicative and informative intentions. These intentions are typically focussed on a
desire to filter out and select the information which, on paper, is potentially rel-
evant to the readers (filter blogs), or a desire to provide personal information about
likes, dislikes, daily events, etc. (diary blogs). But other types of blogs have been
suggested in the bibliography according to their format or other criteria.2 In any of
these types, tracing the author’s intentionality is important for efficient blog com-
munication. Gibbs (1999:16) stresses that our interest in sharing other people’s
intentions is such an important aspect of how people construct meaningful inter-
pretations that sometimes we get the feeling that intention ascription is somehow
optional and can be discarded if one wants to do so. However, the explicit search
for the intentional foundation of human actions reveals the extreme importance of
communicative intentions in many aspects of our experience of meaning.
Initially, blogs appeared as some users’ attempts to filter information and se-
lect the most interesting content for other users, who had to trust the filtering
criterion and the blogger’s “authority” The outcome of this filtering tended to be
relevant because the negative condition of relevance (mental effort) was mini-
mized through a reduction in the time and effort required to access interesting in-
formation. But if the selective criterion was unsatisfactory, the outcome was likely
to be irrelevance.> Over the last few years, however, another type of blog has be-
come popular: the diary blog, where users make manifest information about their
lives, opinions, beliefs, etc. It is sometimes difficult to understand why certain

2. For example, Andreevskaia et al. (2007) add the notebook to filter and diary blogs. Biz Stone
(2004, quoted in Chesher 2005) differentiates between technology blogs, political blogs and dia-
ries. Lankshear & Knobel (2003) propose links with commentary (that work as filters), jour-
nalling, hybrids (between the first two types) and meta-blogs (blogs about blogs). Fleck et al.
(2007:231) make a format-based classification: blog, photoblog, moblog (entries created from
a mobile phone), audioblog (mostly audio files) and videoblog. Herring et al. (2004) propose
a classification based on the purpose of the blog: filter, diary, k-log (knowledge log, highly
specialized), mixed purpose and others. Finally, Holbrook (2006:7) suggests two types of blog:
those which comment on information available on the Net (epiphytic blogs) and those which
create their own content (generative blogs).

3. Umberto Eco (quoted in Origgi 2002) has mentioned the danger of a lack of filtered infor-
mation on the Internet: “With the Web, everyone is in the situation of having to filter infor-
mation that is so vast, and so unsustainable, that if it isn’t filtered it cannot be absorbed. It is
filtered unsystematically, so what is the primary metaphysical risk of this business? That we’ll
end up with a civilization in which every person has his own system of filters, in other words
where every person creates his own encyclopaedia. Now a society with five billion concurrent
encyclopaedias is a society in which there is no more communication.”
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information about bloggers’ lives might ever prove relevant, but as we have seen
in the previous chapter, on the Internet some combinations of cognitive effects
and mental effort are surprisingly beneficial to the readers. Similarly, it does not
seem to be worth the effort to trace the exact intentionality underlying these diary
blogs (Miller & Shepherd 2004). One source of relevance for users may be what
Thompson (2008) calls ambient awareness, the feeling of being physically near
the blogger with the aid of the information posted about his/her feelings, moods,
ordinary activities, etc.

But in general it can be stated that simply uploading vast amounts of informa-
tion about oneself is counterproductive in terms of cognitive effects and mental
effort. This is why several applications have been designed to help users control
the flow of information that their blogs generate. For example, Kendall (2007)
mentions that one of the portals for blogging, LiveJournal, offers the possibility of
using “cut tags” that allow users to link part of their blog entries. The hidden part
of the entry will not be visible on the screen until the reader clicks on it.

The attempt to understand the phenomenon of diary blogs is even more dif-
ficult if we take into account the fact that bloggers are often unable to explain why
they uploaded the information about themselves on their blogs. A possible expla-
nation is that, by updating their blogs, the bloggers shape, strengthen and develop
their identities, and the blogs acquire a certain corporeal quality for them (boyd
2006a, Efimova et al. 2005). Efimova & Hendrick (2005) note that

what makes weblogs different is not the publication of content per se, but the per-
sonalities behind them. Weblogs are increasingly becoming the online identities
of their authors. Most weblogs are not formal, faceless, corporate sites or news
sources: they are authored by individuals (known as webloggers or bloggers), and
perceived as ‘unedited personal voices’ [...] Often a weblog is written as a narra-
tion of its author’s thoughts and feelings, [...] allowing personality and values to
emerge from the words. Even weblogs that are little more than collections of links
and short commentaries say something about their authors. The selected content
a weblog author finds interesting enough to link to and to comment on functions
as a public record of personal interest and engagement.

Holbrook (2006:7) uses Genette’s famous terminology on literary narratives in
order to look into the bloggers’ presence (and identity) on their blogs in more de-
tail. When the implied blogger tells a story in which he/she is also the main char-
acter, the blog is homodiegetic, and when he/she does not participate in the story,
then the blog is heterodiegetic. A parallel interest lies in determining whether the
bloggers are “transparent” in the construction of their identities on the blog or
play with some sort of fictitious identity, which has enormous consequences for
the extent, intensity and eventual relevance of blog entries.
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Other authors have suggested underlying intentions for bloggers when they
upload information. A good example is the work of Nardi et al. (2004, 2005), who
list the following motivations for blogging: (a) to update others on activities and
whereabouts; (b) to express opinions and thus influence others; (c) to seek others’
opinions and feedback; (d) to “think by writing”; and (e) to release emotional ten-
sion. Efimova (2003), for her part, concludes that, among bloggers’ motivations,
some stand out, namely curiosity, the will to improve the management of informa-
tion, and learning, plus an overall interest in content sharing. Bortree (2005: 26) also
proposes reasons for blogging, specifically related to self-presentation: ingratiation
(the goal is to be appreciated by others), competence (also called self-promotion,
where the goal is to be perceived as skilful and qualified), intimidation (being seen
to exert power), exemplification (attempting to be perceived as morally superior or
possessing high moral standards) and supplication (being seen as requiring nurtur-
ance or appearing helpless so that others will come to one’s aid).

Diary blogs should be intended for a more restrictive audience in mind, and
this is very often the case: such blogs are usually read by an intimate and previ-
ously selected audience.4 Holbrook (2006:9) defines a diary blog as “any blog that
generates its own content rather than commenting on other content, presents a
narrative that is presumed to be reflective of the implied blogger’s real experienc-
es, and is tied together by a focus on one or more characters rather than themes”

Another interesting issue is that many bloggers value more the effect that the
blog has on themselves than the one it has on its readers, which can be intuitively
explained as a complement to the achievement of mutuality of assumptions and
the alteration of the readers’ cognitive environments, the main reasons for keep-
ing up a blog. In a certain sense, the blogger’s subjectivity is in a state of constant
updating in parallel to the updating of the blog content and the current state of
interactions and comments. Lu & Hsiao (2007) also conclude that personal re-
wards such as consolidating one’s image and obtaining other bloggers’ praise play
an important part in the blogger’s desire to share information on the blog (see Ko
et al. 2008, Lenarcic & Sarkar 2008).

An example of the difficulty that tracing bloggers’ intentions entails is the pho-
tolog. Cohen (2005) describes how photo-bloggers experience two types of feelings
when they upload photos. On the one hand, the picture recalls some aspect of the
moment when it was taken. On the other hand, there is a certain feeling of surprise
that the photo-blogger experiences after some time has elapsed. Indeed, these blog-
gers are very often unable to explain the intentions that underlay the creation or
uploading of the picture. Besides, “the fact that digital photographs are free of cost

4. See, for instance, boyd (2004a), Mortensen & Walker (2002:209-210), and van Dijck
(2004).
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allows them to take pictures whenever they want, of whatever they want [...] And
this proliferation of photographs and the situations in which photographs are made
creates the conditions under which surprise is possible” (ibid.: 889). Although many
photo-bloggers write texts at the bottom of the pictures to explain what they had in
mind at the moment of taking the picture, sometimes they admit that they do not
have a clear picture of the motivations. That is, when coming to explain a photo-log,
instinct seems to play a greater role than explicitly communicative intentions.

12 The blog genre

A second pragmatic approach to blogs focuses on the verbal, visual and multi-
modal attributes of the blog; it studies the existence (or not) of a stabilized blog
genre, and analyses the role that blogs and their genre can play in the effective
transference of bloggers’ communicative intentions and the (in)correct interpre-
tation of their intentions.

Among the possible approaches to the blog genre, it is important to deter-
mine to what extent it has evolved into a clearly identifiable and conventionalized
genre that can be differentiated clearly from other competing discourses such as
the traditional personal web pageS or social networking site profiles. This status
of “genre autonomy” is interesting for cognitive pragmatics, since the immediate
identification of the blog genre may affect the quantity of effects obtained, the
mental effort involved in interpreting the content of the blog, and the relevant
conclusions that might be derived from its processing.

In this sense, overlappings with other genres have been mentioned, besides
web pages. Herring (2003) points out that blogs have inherited features from
personal diaries, from opinion essays in the 17th century, and they also share
similarities with newsgroups (see Chapter 6) and chat rooms (see Chapter 5). For
Lawley (2004), blogs are unique in the way they blend the temporal quality of e-
mail distribution lists and newsgroups with the stability of the web page stored on
Google. Furthermore, Herring et al. (2005: 143) conclude that

5. Among the differences, boyd (2006a) points out that blogs are not as complex as web pages.
Chesher (2005) finds differences in format and options for navigation. And Karlsson (2006: 10)
stresses that the web page does not contain so many interactive elements or the immediacy of
instantaneous publication. Besides, Lu & Lee (2010:22) list a number of clear differences be-
tween web pages and blogs: the latter exhibit update frequency, clear ownership, optional links
to other blogs, support by tools and freeware that can automate certain functions, entries that
are displayed in chronological order, and readers that “are given the option to leave comments,
which help them interact with particular bloggers, thus it is more suitable than traditional web
sites for online relationship building”
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the blog is neither fundamentally new nor unique, but that it — along with other
emergent genres expressed through interactive web technologies — occupies a
new position in the internet genre ecology. Specifically, it forms a de facto bridge
between multimedia HTML documents and text-based computer-mediated
communication, blurring the traditional distinction between these two domi-
nant internet paradigms, and potentially contributing to its future breakdown.

Genres have been defined as “instances of conventionalised or institutionalised
textual artefacts in the context of specific institutional and disciplinary practices,
procedures and cultures” (Bhatia 2001:5). This is a rather static definition that
does not explicitly account for the fact that genres are processed in specific con-
texts, identified as evidences of communicative intentions and stabilized inside a
community of people. A better definition is Swales’ (1990: 58): “a class of commu-
nicative events, the members of which share some set of communicative purpos-
es. These purposes are recognised by the expert members of the parent discourse
community, and therefore constitute the rationale for the genre”

Besides, genres are typically identified as fulfilling specific goals and demand
mutual accessibility (between interlocutors) to their qualities. The goal of a genre
is not the personal motivation to communicate, but the need to be constructed
and recognized socially by the pertinent community of users, and it is bound to be
used in typical situations where the genre is inherent and necessary (Orlikowski
& Yates 2002). The interesting part of this function of “recognition” that genres
entail is that the mental effort required to process the genre tends to decrease
when its features become clearly distinguishable from other discourses and hence
become exponents of the specificity of the genre. Starting our processing with the
identification of the genre (and the corroboration of our expectations about its
conventional features)s allows readers to generate specific interpretive patterns
that save mental effort and which would not be created if the genre was not con-
ventionalized. As Santini et al. (2010) stress,

genres can be seen as sets of conventions that transcend individual texts, and cre-
ate frames of recognition governing document production, recognition and use.
Conventions are regularities that affect information processing in a repeatable

6. These expectations will tend to be interiorized and the reader will use them by default
in the interpretation of a blog, due to their accessibility. Dillon & Gushrowski (2000) have
corroborated that adequacy to genre conventions helps to recall discourse and increases the
reader’s satisfaction. Moreover, analysts in the area of hypermedia and web page design have
concluded that Internet orientation and navigation are influenced by the user’s identification of
rules about how information should be presented and, therefore, the absence of genre conven-
tions in the digital world are a source of potential difficulty for user navigation.



Chapter 4. Social networks on the Internet: The Web 2.0

101

manner. Regularities engage predictions about the “type of information” con-
tained in the document. Predictions allow humans to identify the communicative
purposes and the context underlying a document.

Therefore, even if it is true that blogs are hybrid genres (or inter-genre-al, follow-
ing Devitt 2009:44), in my opinion they have acquired a clearly identifiable status
within the range of cyber-media that allows for their initial effort-saving process-
ing of layout, etc. Luders et al. (2010:956) add, specifically for “diary blogs,” that

whereas the personal blog differs in significant ways from the paper diary, its re-
semblance to the paper diary explains how users nevertheless approach this new
genre (or any new genre) based on generic knowledge, crucial for making sense
of specific texts. New genres never emerge without a context. Hence, whereas
users need to internalize conventions, they already possess generic knowledge
derived from antecedent or similar genres. This knowledge enables communica-
tion, and is thus crucial in the emergence and stabilization of a new genre.

An analysis of 100 blogs was carried out in Yus (2008e) to determine the discur-
sive features that are so conventionalized in the blog genre that users invariably
expect to find them every time they read a blog. These features shape the user’s in-
ternalized weblog schema. This mental schema, based on the establishment of the
“blog genre,” has been facilitated by the availability of companies such as Blogger,”
whose simple, easy-to-use templates make the blog genre even more identifiable,
to the extent that other users, faced with the challenge of creating a blog, will tend
to use these default templates, spreading the weblog schema to other users in a
virus-like way. This picture of a mental schema of blogs fits the view that “genre
is not only something manifested in texts, but also a knowledge which users must
have to be able to interpret and act in accordance within a given communicative
context” (Lomborg 2009).

Initially, the identification of conventions that belong to the store of properties
of blogs that the readers possess (and expect to find every time they enter a blog)
entails a double analysis of the visual (iconic) and verbal (symbolic) content of the
blog (or multimodal combinations). In practice, though, blogs tend to a mixture
of iconic and symbolic signs in which, very often, the iconic content acquires a
symbolic quality and the verbal content becomes iconized. This is a phenomenon

7. Evan Williams, one of the creators of this famous software to create blogs, proposes a defi-
nition of blog that is worth quoting because it underlines the qualities of the genre above the
importance of the information that the blog contains: “To me, the blog concept is about three
things: Frequency, Brevity, and Personality. [...] This clarification has evolved over time, but I
realised early on that what was significant about blogs was the format -not the content” (quoted
in Mortensen & Walker 2002:249).
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that blogs share with other discourses such as comics, where this blend of iconic
and symbolic signs is also typical (see Yus 2008f).8 The discursive features of blogs
are not, therefore, simply verbal or visual. During the processing of these features,
texts and pictures are not processed as purely symbolic or iconic, respectively, but
as a mixture of properties that activate the identification of the blog genre. For
example, readers use their store of prototypical features of blogs and visually spot
the textual elements of the page (categories, entries, comments...) even before
these texts are actually processed.

As I pointed out above, the stabilization of the blog genre has been accelerated
by the availability on the Net of free software for designing blogs such as Blogger,
with pre-determined steps to create a blog and a fixed interface layout. And inside
the blog it is possible to determine different categories. For example, Lomborg
(2009) proposes three axes on which we can place all blogs. The first one, the
content axis, comprises blogs ranging from personal experiences (internal) and
events which are external to the user (topical). The second one, the directionality
axis, classifies blogs between monologism (user’s own stories and little interac-
tivity with readers) and dialogism (reader-oriented and filled with interactions).
Lastly, the style axis can be either intimate or objective, depending on the style of
the text in the entries of the blog.

An analysis of blogs also leads to the conclusion that bloggers are, in gen-
eral, more interested in the information that they want to communicate (i.e. make
manifest or mutually manifest if the interface allows for this level of mutuality)
than in a more or less creative design of the blog (see Scheidt & Wright 2004),
maybe because most bloggers are not trained in programming or because the
range of default options is sufficient for their communicative purposes. Moreover,
these default options are easily identifiable, save processing effort and alert readers
to the content that they expect to find inside the blog. This was corroborated by
Lu & Lee (2010), who concluded that content quality is the most important factor
in making users stay longer and revisit the blog. The context quality — how the
blog is presented - turned out not to be so important in retaining readers. These
authors also mention the list of popular blogs provided by Blog Look (http://look.
urs.tw), and the fact that most of these famous blogs only slightly modify the de-
fault options provided by blog service providers.

The interiorized weblog schema (Yus 2008e: 125) comprises those features of
blogs that have stabilized in the readers’ minds and save processing effort because

8. In comics the reader can find highly symbolic visual signs (e.g. lines to show movement, a
light bulb that symbolizes an idea, etc.) and highly iconic verbal signs (e.g. text that is deformed
to show the character’s emotions). This parallelism between visual and verbal attributes also
exists in the processing of verbal and visual metaphors, as claimed in Yus (2009d).
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of their high accessibility and capacity to generate expectations. The choice of
the term “schema” indicates that the information stored about blogs does not
include all their possible features, but only those that readers invariably expect
and that facilitate blog identification. After all, schemas contain archetypical in-
formation and some blog features do exhibit this quality. The idea that under-
lies this interiorized schema is the certainty that the blog genre and its recurrent
qualities play a part in the general search for relevance, against opinions such as
boyd’s (2006a):

The prototypical blog has many of the features supported by the most popular
tools: commenting, links, trackbacks, time stamps, reverse chronological posts,
and syndication feeds. While prototypes have communicative efficacy, they
should not be the basis upon which analysis is built. The properties of the pro-
totype do not define the boundaries of the medium nor do they convey value or
normative practice. As technology changes, the properties of the prototype will
also change.

Needless to say, this interiorized schema is not fixed, but changes as the blog
evolves due to the users’ demands or because companies introduce new options
that end up being used massively by bloggers (and expected by readers). The
stabilization of the schema is a gradual process of permanent updating of blog
features, some of which may disappear from the schema because of a recurrent
lack of usage or presence in the blog, while others are incorporated into the blog
schema after stabilization.? Devitt (2009:41-42) correctly writes that “bloggers
and their guests do not encounter genre forms in isolation but rather as collec-
tions and absences of features in specific blogs [...] neither bloggers nor read-
ers require a single, closed set of unchanging forms to participate in blogging. If
we abandon trying to define genres through closed, static sets of forms, we can
permit forms to be what they appear to be, multiple, fluid, and yet constructive
of generic actions” Schmidt (2007) adds that “by incorporating shared expecta-
tions and routines into their individual ways of handling the format, bloggers not
only fulfil their communicative goals, but also reinforce and reproduce the sets of
adequacy and procedural rules” Hence, readers expect, as part of their interior-
ized schema, a number of blog features, but this does not mean that the schema
is static, unchangeable, nor does it imply that not comprising all of these features
prevents successful blog interpretation.

9. See Mariottini (2011a, 2011b, forthcoming) for interesting analyses of the quality of this inte-
riorized schema in the context of specialized discourses (blogs for lawyers and blogs of tourism).
In her research, several questionnaires were given out that revealed the exact quality and extent
of this schema, which users invariably expect to find when entering these specialized blogs.
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Several insights into the quality of this blog schema were derived from an
analysis!0 of 100 blogs (see Yus 2008e). Among others, the following aspects de-
serve a few comments:

1. General blog layout. Readers expect a layout of a single column of text
(normally with the entries) and one or two side columns or frames with other
elements. Besides, 66% of blogs contain a rectangle at the top with the title of
the blog or a distinctive picture. This rectangle probably belongs to the reader’s
interiorized schema.

2. Background colour and wallpaper. It does not seem likely that there is an
expectation of a specific background colour, but 50% of blogs have a white back-
ground. This suggests an interest in legibility, which is corroborated by the lack of
wallpapers (97% do not have one) that also reduce text legibility.

3. Reference to the blogger. Most blogs contain references to the blogger, and
their readers expect to find this reference when entering the blog. Contrary to my
expectations, many bloggers avoid the use of nicks, but provide their real names
(55%) and pictures or drawings of themselves (27%). Frequently, most of the in-
formation that the blogger wants to convey to the readers is found after clicking
on “see my complete profile” or “about the author” (63%).

4. The word “blog” In theory, a useful means to alert readers to the fact that
they have just accessed a blog is to place the word blog or weblog on the front page.
49% of blogs do contain this word, but in my opinion it does not play a crucial
role in the readers’ efficiency at identifying the blog, nor is it likely that the word
will belong to their interiorized schema. The explanation lies in the evidence that,
once the blog has stabilized, many bloggers feel that they no longer need to label
their pages as “blogs” so that their readers can identify them, since other elements
in the blog will perform that function (Yus 2008e: 130).

5. Blog sections. Most of the blogs analysed (97%) contain links to sections
and these links are placed on a side frame or column (sidebar). The reader will
invariably expect these “sections as links” on the main page of the blog. Specifi-
cally, they will expect a neutral letter font (81% of blogs), in bold (65%) and black
colour (56%).

6. Letter font. The analysis revealed a great variety of letter fonts in different
sections of blogs. The most frequent font type is Verdana (in 28% of headings, 39%

10. A similar analysis was carried out by Klamma et al. (2007), who compared sites such as
MSN Space, Blogger, Squarespace and MySpace. They concluded that only a few features such
as comments, the archive of entries, the blogger’s prof