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Introduction

Theinternet is rgpidly becoming an integral component of modern dally life, facilitating the
transfer of information and ideas across expang ve geographic areas and changing the nature of
communication worldwide. This new medium serves as a unique platform for the expresson of the sdf,
changing the way in which we define, create, and present our identities and engage our virtua selvesin
interpersona behavior online. Drawing upon current research, this paper will focus on the
psychologica aspects of internet and the ways in which this new communication tool interfaces with our
sdf and socid psychologies.

The Sdf, Online

Prominent theorigsin the fidld of identity psychology have held that there are many dimensions
to the self. Drawing on Freud' s psychoanaytic theory, both Jung (1953) and Goffman (1959)
recognized that individuals have a public self (persona) and a private, inner saf where one' s individudity
resdes. Rogers (1951) cdled thisinner sdf our “true self,” which iskept digtinct from the “actud sdlf”
that we openly present in public.

In the virtud realm, Turkle (1995) contends that the internet can act as a virtud laboratory for
trying out these different variaions of “oursdves,” offering a safe place to experiment with our potentia
identities, chief among these being our Rogerian “true self.” Research by Bargh, McKenna, and
Fitzamons (2002) supports Turkle' s hypotheses about self-expression on the internet. In a series of

experiments, it was found that the “true self” concept isindeed more accessible in memory during
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interactions over the internet while the “actud sdf” ismore likely to be expressed in face-to-face
interactions.

The implications for this aspect of saf-expresson are multi-fold. In this sense, the internet
offers a unique opportunity in that individuas can remain rdatively anonymous, thus feding freer to
behave in ways that may not be acceptable in one's usud socid sphere, aphenomenon smilar to
Rubin’s (1975) “strangerson atrain” interaction. Further, self-disclosureis an essentid component to
relationship formation (Altman & Taylor, 1973), and it is through the expression of our “true slves’
that bonds of empathy, compassion, and understanding are formed (Derlega & Chaikin, 1977). Those
who are better able to expressthar “true’ selves online tend to forge stronger bonds with virtua friends
(Bargh, McKenna, and Fitzamons, 2002).

In terms of sdlf-presentation, Markus and Nurius (1986) proposed that, at any given time,
individuals possess saverd “possible selves’ that become activated in different Stuations and at different
dages of our lives. These“sdves’ sem from the complex, multiple self-schemas (coherent memories,
fedings, and bdiefs about oursaves that form an integrated whole) that each of us holds about
ourselves (Markus, 1977). Goffman (1959) coined the term “impression management” to refer to the
process by which we manipulate our multi-faceted selves, using “dress, words, and gestures to
correspond to the impressons they are trying to make or the image they are trying to project.”
Impresson management techniques are influentid in orchestrating our multiple salves, both offline and
on.

The internet experience, therefore, has been defined as “a process by which agroup of socid

actorsin agiven Stuation negotiate the meaning of the various Stuations which arise between them”
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(Rivaand Gaimberti, 2001). On the internet, research has identified three basic dimensons that
influence the process of impresson management and creating the sdf online: (1) anonymity or
identification; (2) synchronous (redl-time) or asynchronous communication; and (3) textua or visua
representation (Rivaand Gaimberti, 1998; Curtis, 1996). Our online self-presentation, or “strategic
identity” is dependent on which of these conditions are present, and on whether or not we present our
“true’ sdf or aform of our “actud” sdf in accordance with our persondity characterigics. Thus, the
resultant online self-presentation is congtructed, Situational, dynamic, and context-dependent (Talamo
and Ligorio, 2001).

It has been found that the “most important mediator of online activity is the purpose of the
people who vigt or inhabit it” (Rivaand Gaimberti, 2001). Research by Weiser (2001) led to the
development of atheoretical mode involving the functions of internet use and the dimensions of socid
integration online. Relying upon the Uses and Gratifications mode of communication media, Weiser
identified two primary areas of online activity: (1) Socio-Affective Regulation (socid or efiliative
internet use - “SAR”) and (2) Goods-and-Information-Acquisition (utilitarian or practicd use- “GIA”).
The author’ s andysis of the effects of the internet upon psychologica well-being found that those who
use the internet mainly for SAR are more negatively affected by internet use (e.g., isolation from friends,
family, and “red” community) while those who use the internet for GIA tend to be more favorably
affected.

Regardless of how the internet is used, whether it be for business or for pleasure, one aspect of
internet use is becoming clear: the internet is changing the nature of interpersond relaionships. Asan

example, research on emoticon use among males and femaes reveded a distinct behaviord changein
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from the stereotyped “inexpressive mae’ (Wolf, 2000) to amae pattern of emotiond expression that
closaly resembles femae emoticon usage. It isasif this new form of media has o affected the “usud”
socid patterns to dter the culturaly conditioned silence of men (Wolf, 2000).

Along with new ways of thinking about identity expresson comes the optimism of a greater
divergty of expression online. Notes Turkle (1995), “When identity was defined as unitary and solid it
was reldively easy to censure deviations from anorm. A more fluid sense of sef alows a greater
capacity for acknowledging diversity... We do not fed compelled to rank and judge the eements of our
multiplicity. We do not fed compelled to exclude what does not fit.” In addition to gender congraints,
this notion may be gpplied to the expression and greater acceptance of diversty of dl kinds: racid,
ethnic, and beyond.

Extending the redlm of socid acceptance is the emerging trend of dtruism in the online
community. One may recdl the Kitty Genovese case from the 1960's which spawned a new area of
socid psychological research - that of prosocid behaviors. AsMs. Genovese was returning to her
goartment late one night in New Y ork City, she was brutdly attacked with aknife. Her criesfor help
were heard by perhaps hundreds, and many watched the attack from their windows - yet no one came
to her aid nor caled the police. Nearly an hour passed before help arrived; meanwhile Ms. Genovese
died. Asthe country was captivated by the Genovese case, psychologists were baffled by the
“bystander effect” that kept witnesses from intervening.

Studies by Darley and Latane (1968) and others concluded that helping behavior is inhibited
when we fed unattached from the victim; when the face-to-face aspect is absent; and when others are

present (70% of subjects help if done, only 12% help when others are present). Given these limitations
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on helping behavior, it ssems anomaous that helping behavior actudly increases on the internet, where
attachments to others are less accessible, where face-to-face interactions are absent, and a“place”
populated with millions of users.

Walace (1999) hypothesizes that helping online may be increased over smilar “red” gtuations
for saverd reasons. For one thing, the internet, with al of its virtud users, remains somewhat of a
solitary experience, which may be likened to hel ping when aone versus when among a crowd where a
“diffuson of responghility”is more likely to exist. Also, we tend to hep personswho are “like’ us
(Aronson, 1999) and may fed dffiliations with online netizenslike ourselves. Specid Interest Groups
and online communities may further unite smilar “others” Not dl hdping behavior may be completdy
dtruistic, however, as psychologists debate whether internet helping, like offline hdping, is primarily
sdfish asit brings rewards to the hel per through increased sdf-esteem, gives the opportunity to
demongtrate competence, is often associated with positive feedback/reinforcement, and can give the
invigorating “Mother Teresa’ effect (McCldland, 1983).

Psychologicd Implications of Internet Use

Recent research has begun to investigate the psychologica and socid effects of internet use,
with mixed findings. Among the negative implications for internet use are various forms of
psychopathology and the creation of new avenues of expression of these psychopathologies online.

In addition to disrupting genuine socid and familid ties (Stall, 1995) while acting asamgor
“time ank” (Walace, 1999), isolation through high levels of internet use can lead to negative menta
hedlth consequences. A two-year study by Kraut, Patterson, and Lundmark (1998) found that high

levels of internet use is associated with an increased risk of clinical depresson. Similar results were
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obtained in a study by Moody (2001) which found that high levels of internet use are associated with
low levels of socid loneliness and high levels of emationd londliness wheress lessinternet use is
associated with low levels of both socid and emationd loneliness and improved psychologica well-
being.

Adde from the relationship to depression, high levels of internet use may be indicative of
another psychopathologica response: internet addiction. Briefly, internet addiction has been defined as
“use of theinternet that creates psychologicd, socid, school and/or occupationd difficultiesina
person’slife’ (Beard & Wolf, 2001). “Internet Addiction” as a pathologica condition isdated to be
included in the Diagnostic and Statisticd Manud (DSM) for psychologica disorders as an Axis I*
disorder. (Refer to Appendix | for full diagnogtic criteria) Theinclusion of internet addiction isthe
DSM began as aparody by psychiatrist Ivan Goldberg but has since been taken very serioudy by
researchers and clinicians alike (Grohol, 1998).

Rather than fitting the psychologica profile of a chemica addiction, internet addiction more
closaly resembles an Impulse Control Disorder, with the internet merdly serving as avehicle for the
expression of psychopathology (Wallace, 1999). Impulse Control Disorders are rooted in Skinner’s
theory of operant conditioning and the influence of variable reinforcement (Wallace, 1999). As
Skinner’s mice learned to click abar to (occasionaly) receive rewards, we click the mice (computer
mice, that is) and (occasionaly) get agood hit.

Maladaptive internet use has been found in every age, socioeconomic, and educationd range.

Iaxis| disorders are reserved for clinical diagnoses as opposed to psychological disturbances due to
medical conditions, personality disorders, or problemsin social-environmental functioning.
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Many of theinternet addicts identified through extensive research by Y oung (1998) reported being
depressed, londly, having low sdf-esteem, and anxious. Applications that tend to be most attractive to
potentid addicts are two-way communications utilities, MUDs, news groups, and e-mall, aswell as
sexud addictionsto internet porn (Orzack and Ross, 2000), with addicted users averaging aimost 40
hours per week online. One quarter of these addicts reported becoming hooked within six months of
use, with the mgjority being addicted within one year (Y oung, 1998). Such excessve internet use can
lead to Sgnificant imparment in persond, socid, and occupationa functioning, and result in a harmful
pattern of dependence on the internet.

In addition to the deleterious effects of internet addictions are the less well-known effects of
Chronic Alternate World Disorder (CAWD). This disorder may be defined as * symptomatic behavior
in which a person becomes fanatically engrossed in avirtua-redity (VR) world to the extent that he or
she can no longer digtinguish between the actud world and virtud redity” (Ichimura, Nakgima, and
Juzoji, 2001). While arare condition, persons who suffer from this disorder have gone on to commit
serious, potentidly devagtating acts, such asthe case in Japan where an airline was hijacked and the
captain was killed by a person suffering from CAWD (Ichimura, Nakgima, and Juzoji, 2001).

CAWD isfrequently associated with playing VR games over extended periods of time, and is
often comorbid with other psychiatric conditions, particularly schizophreniaand persondity disorders.
While gtill avery new diagnosis, it is expected that this disorder will increase in prevalence as computer
graphics become more engrossing and redigtic in gppearance and as online involvement with captivating
gpplications such as role playing games become more popular (Medline, 2001).

While discussing the topic of psychopathology and internet gpplications, the growing practice of
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human service ddivery online should be mentioned. Among services commonly offered are information
resource and referra services, advocacy, community education, and online psychotherapy. These
gpplications have been widdy used, as it has been estimated that over 30 million people rely on such
sarvices each year (Green and Himelstein, 1998). Internet gpplications can be useful in reaching
populations that may not otherwise recelve care, such of those facing geographic or Situationa isolation,
and those with conditions such as panic disorder and agoraphobia that make conventiona face-to-face
counsdling difficult (Giuseppe, 2002).

According to the Internationd Society for Menta Hedth Online (ISVIHO), the use of the
internet for psychotherapy has resulted in the creation of many new intervention strategies. Further,
online counsding can be successfully implemented as the primary trestment modality or in combination
with treditiond face-to-face office practice (ISMHO, 2002). Since their establishment in 1997, this
group has formulated a number of guidelines that dinicians may use to evauate clients for online
counsdling. Suitability refersto “the person’s preferences regarding online thergpy, how suggestible the
person iswithin a particular communication moddity, hisor her skillsin communicating within thet
modadlity, and the potentialy therapeutic aspects of that moddlity for the person” (Suler, 2001).

In addition to suitability, other factors influencing the feesibility of online treetment include
client’s proficiency in internet gpplications, client’ s willingnessto try new forms of communication, and
the security and privacy of the client’'s computer (Suler, 2001). While online thergpy may not be

aopropriate for dl clientsin adl Stuations, this new mode of treatment offers great promise for the future.
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Conclusion

By the glow of her monitor late a night, the internet brings life into Irenas? tiny North Lexington
goartment. Irenawhizzes around the globe to her homeland, Russig, lisening to the locd news,
communicating with family and friends | eft behind, and experiencing a bitterswveet connection with her
former life. A refugee, Jewish by ethnicity only, Irena uses the internet to learn about the religion of her
ancestors, using an online English dictionary when necessary. Never having the freedom to know about
Spiritual issues before coming to America, Irenareads the Bible, isinterested in the life of Chrigt, and
admiresthe teachings of the Ddlai Lama. Armed with the internet at age 54, Irenaisimmersed in
discovering hersdlf, anew.

For better or for worse, the introduction of the internet into our daily livesisimpacting the ways
in which we spend our time, express ourselves, communicate, and relate to the world. This new
communication technology isyet in itsinfancy, and much more research must be done to reved the
intricacies and implications of this powerful new tool. Those who are fortunate enough to be on the
“wired’ sde of the digital divide are co-evolving day by day with their brains, online. We have both the
power and the responsibility to shape the internet into a medium that brings out the best in humanity,

enhancing and improving our liveswell into the future.

2 In accordance with the Code of Ethics for the National Association of Social Workers, name has been
changed to protect privacy.
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Appendix |

ProPoSED INTERNET ADDICTION DIAGNOSTIC CRITERIA (Beard & Woalf, 2001)

All of the following must be present:

1. Is preoccupied with the Internet (think about previous online activity or anticipate next online session).
2. Needs to use the Internet with increased amounts of time in order to achieve satisfaction.

3. Has made unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back, or stop Internet use.

4. Isrestless, moody, depressed, or irritable when attempting to cut down or stop Internet use.

5. Has stayed online longer than originally intended.

At least one of the following:

1. Hasjeopardized or risked the loss of a significant relationship, job, educational or career opportunity
because of the Internet.

2. Haslied to family members, therapist, or othersto conceal the extent of involvement with the Internet.
3. Uses the Internet as away of escaping from problems or of relieving a dysphoric mood (e.g., feelings of
helplessness, guilt, anxiety, depression).
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