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Think of cyberspace as a social petri dish, the Net as the agar medium, and virtual communities, in all their diversity, as the colonies of microorganisms that grow in petri dishes. Each of the small colonies of microorganisms -the communities on the Net- is a social experiment that nobody planned but that is happening nevertheless.

Rheingold (1993, introduction)

It is in articulating how people talk about the Internet that we may begin to better understand its effects.

Wood and Smith (2001, p. 15)

Summary in Dutch

Virtuele gemeenschappen zijn relatief nieuwe online verschijnselen. Er is nog maar weinig bekend over wat mensen beweegt om deze gemeenschappen te gebruiken als een medium om te communiceren. Tevens is niet bekend wat zij verwachten van dit gebruik.

Het grote publiek heeft pas gedurende de laatste tien jaar toegang gekregen tot het Internet. Aangezien het normaliter een aardig technische aangelegenheid is moeten veel mensen zich aanpassen om met een computer te communiceren. Deze aanpassing zal bij sommige mensen meer moeite kosten dan bij anderen. De verwachting is dat vooral de oudere generatie hier erg mee te kampen heeft omdat zij niet meer op kunnen groeien met het Internet aan hun zijde.

Deze doctoraalscriptie onderzoekt de behoeften die men wil bevredigen met het gebruik van een virtuele gemeenschap en in hoeverre deze behoeften daadwerkelijk bevredigd worden. Hierbij wordt een onderscheid gemaakt tussen oudere en jongere gebruikers om te zien of leeftijd een rol speelt.

Uit bevindingen blijkt dat leeftijd geen significante factor is met betrekking tot motivaties om dit medium te gebruiken. Ook de daadwerkelijke effecten van het gebruik van een virtuele gemeenschap verschillen niet bij de leeftijdsgroepen. Resultaten suggereren echter, dat activiteit van een lid binnen een virtuele gemeenschap en gemak van computergebruik wel een rol spelen bij de behoeften en gevolgen van gebruik.
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Introduction

Michael Strangelove once stated that “the Internet is not about technology, it is not about information, it is about communication – people talking to each other, people exchanging E-mail… the Internet is a community of chronic communicators” (quoted in Putnam, 2000, p. 171). Indeed the Internet does offer tremendous possibilities to communicate and this in turn offers communication scientists endless territories of study to explore.

At present one can use the Internet for a wide variety of things. To name a few: one can send electronic mail, make use of electronic banking, read an online paper, buy groceries online, search for pictures of dolphins, send electronic greeting cards, or just ‘surf the Net’ by clicking on hyperlinks. I believe that the Internet will be used for more and more things in the future, by an increasing number of people. It is already now a social phenomenon that we cannot leave out of consideration, hence this thesis.

Short description of thesis-subject

Since the dawn of the Internet, more and more people have gained the means to communicate electronically. In the beginning, most interaction was text-based and people used E-mail, Bulletin Board  Systems (BBS), Multi-user Domains
 (MUDs) and Internet Relay Chats (IRCs) to communicate with each other. Nowadays it is common to share images and even sounds over the Internet as well (Wood & Smith, 2001). Since this sharing occurs with the help of computers that are all linked to one gigantic network, commonly known as the Internet or Net if you will, this form of communication is called Computer Mediated Communication (CMC).

I am especially interested in the phenomenon that scholars have coined ‘virtual community’. Howard Rheingold, an active member of the world’s first virtual community, the WELL
, defined it as follows: “Virtual communities are 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 relationship in cyberspace” (Rheingold, 1993, introduction)

It is a place on the Internet where people can talk to each other, gather information on a specific subject that is not so common in normal life and even make good friends in the process.

Virtual communities are different from traditional communities in the sense that they are not held together by the need for mutual protection or economic reasons. All people have the need for company of others, to be part of something bigger. For some it is especially important to be part of something where like-minded people are present, to have common-interests. A virtual community gives people the opportunity to get in contact with others who are like-minded. People can ask questions, answer them, or engage in discourse on subjects that convey their common-interests. The best thing is that they can do this with a great number of people with access to an Internet connection and this number is increasing even as I write this.

In order to clarify the use of this kind of ‘many-to-many’ communication further, let us consider the following example:

You might be the only person in your small town who collects Pez candy dispensers, but there are many such collectors located across the country that you can meet online. Virtual communities thus allow people to transcend geographic boundaries and unite with others who share their common interests. (Wood & Smith, 2001, p. 110)

One can see how virtual communities are attractive to users because no matter how unusual your interests are, there are bound to be some people who have these exact same interests. They might not live in your physical vicinity but they are only a keystroke away when you go online.

Explanation of terms used throughout this thesis

Since the Internet and all its peripheries offer a wide range of exotic and technical terms, of which some refer to the same thing,  I will discuss some of these terms in more detail.

· The Internet, or Net: “A network of computers that allows for the transmission of data for multiple purposes through a common set of protocols according to a global address system” (Wood & Smith, 2001, p. 42). When people are ‘online’ this usually means they are connected to the Internet. 

· World Wide Web (WWW): This phrase often gets interchanged with the Internet but is not the same. Wood & Smith (2001) define it as follows: “[a] network of documents, pictures, sounds, and other ‘texts’ organized in a point-and-click method that mirrors most desktop computers”.

That the WWW gets interchanged with the Internet is not surprising since it is more and more becoming a portal to the other forms of CMC, like E-mail and IRCs. But there are still big parts of the Net that are not part of Web-databases.

· Cyberspace: “originally a term from William Gibson's science-fiction novel Neuromancer, is the name some people use for the conceptual space where words, human relationships, data, wealth, and power are manifested by people using CMC technology” (Rheingold, 1993, introduction).

· Internet Relay Chat (IRC): IRC works with the help of chat programs and occurs in real time. The chat is often thematic and lets people ‘talk’ by typing text which appears on the other’s screen virtually instantly.

· Bulletin Board System (BBS): “A form of text-based communication like E-mail, but distinguished by the size of the audience it attempts to reach and the technological manner in which messages are read” (Wood & Smith, 2001, p. 11). On the WWW one can find numerous other names for a BBS like ‘message-board’ or ‘discussion forum’.

· Virtual Community: The aforementioned definition of Rheingold (1993) already stated that a virtual community will emerge there where people will keep communicating. He does not refer to the features one would expect to find in a traditional community, e.g. geographic nearness of participants or the necessity for face-to-face interaction. Virtual communities mostly consist of people who share a common interest and who have a desire for the company of others.

I suggest that one would particularly find a virtual community around BBS’s or IRCs since those are the forms where ongoing communication is most apparent. Especially the BBS will be a strong community-catalyst since this system stores ‘old’ messages in archives for members to read.

Objective of thesis

Motivation

Before I discovered the potential of online Message Boards, Forums and Bulletin Board Systems, the only way of communicating online known to me was through E-mail and IRCs. Not being a huge fan of chatting I was more or less limited to sending E-mails. This worked fine when I wanted to exchange message with my friends or fellow-students but it lacked severely on other parts.

I have got a pretty rare hobby, or special interest
 if you will, and more than once I turned to the Internet for tips and help hoping to find some interesting websites. Eventually I did. If the information I needed was not up for grabs I would send the website’s administrator an E-mail, if the address was at all available on the site, kindly requesting if they could be of some help. Unfortunately on most occasions they could be of no assistance or there was no reply at all.

About one-and-a-half years ago I found a site where there was a separate section on my special interest and one had to be a member to take part in a question-answer game, or so it seemed at first. It did not take long for me to realize that there were at least a few dozen people who were into this thing just like I was. They were discussing topics, giving each other pointers, asking questions, and even the occasional joke came around. Some of these people obviously knew each other pretty well, although their origins where geographically dispersed. I recall members living in Australia, Croatia, and Maryland all getting together in the same place. I had stumbled on a virtual community.

Instead of sending an E-mail to some people I could now leave a message for dozens, or more, to read and react upon. Another benefit was that I could go through the archives of the community and look for things that had already been discussed, finding answers to things that I had been wondering about for months.

At the moment I am member of several communities and even moderate a message-board section on a site myself. 

Research conducted in this field has been mainly focused on how the Internet affects people’s social behavior, what kind of people tend to use different forms, like BBS or IRCs, on the Internet and how much time they spend being online (e.g. Howard et al., 2001; Nie & Erbring, 2000). At the moment studies still give no clear answer on the issue whether “the Internet has a positive or negative effect on individual well-being, relations with others, and social capital building within communities” (Haythornthwaite, 2001, p. 373). However, a lot of studies do indicate that use of the Internet is related to years of experience. Haythornthwaite mentions that “those who have been online longer spend more time online each day and are more likely to be online on any particular day” (Haythornthwaite, 2001, p.367). This in turn gives rise to the question if people are online longer and more often because they feel they are part of something when they are in cyberspace. Are they, in fact, part of an online community?

The question if these online communities constitute real communities or not at all has been a source for much debate. But as Smith & Kollock point out: “Opinion rather than analysis and evidence characterizes much of this debate, and surprisingly little is known about the actual structure and dynamics of online groups” (Smith & Kollock, 1999, p.16).

Since there are numerous virtual communities to be found, some no doubt less mature than others, there are different groups of people who become members. For instance, a community based around a computer game will in general have younger members as opposed to a community especially for parents raising their children. In this example one might expect age to be the differentiating factor. There are however communities where one could suspect people of all ages to be active, like in a Star-Trek fan-community. 

Scientific relevance

Let us consider the idea that, in some parts of the world, the younger generation has practically been raised with the Internet at their disposal and that the older generation has not been exposed to the Internet during their upbringing. Van Dijk (1999) proposed four hurdles of access for a person to get on the Net:

· Lack of skills and computer fear

· No access to computers and networks

· Lack of user-friendliness and unattractive usage style

· Lack of significant usage opportunities

In general most of these hurdles especially apply to persons who are a bit older. The younger persons simply do not know anything else and will learn quickly. The older ones will first have to adapt to this new technology before they will be able to appreciate its benefits.

This adaptation process, or the absence of it, could cause motivations and expectations for using a virtual community to differ substantially between these generations. In a similar fashion, the experiences, effects and expectations of exposure to this medium will not be the same. On top of this, as opposed to traditional media, there is the notion of being a ‘member’ of a community involved. One might suspect the groups to experience this membership differently as well.

Until now, there has been no such research on communities in cyberspace. The Journal of Computer Mediated Communication has had several articles on virtual communities (e.g. Jones, 1997) but there has not been a study that compares two different age groups. Since virtual communities are still a relatively new phenomenon this is hardly surprising. Nevertheless there is a void appearing in this field of study and with this thesis I will attempt to create a starting-grid from which we can fill this void.

Social relevance

One should note here that a lot of the outcome of this thesis depends on the definition of ‘younger’ and ‘older’. At present the logical step seems to be to take a specific moment in time, e.g. the introduction of the World Wide Web in the mid nineties, as a reference point from where to split the groups.

As mentioned before, the younger generation is growing up with more and more advanced media. They are not overwhelmed by the fact that they can communicate with somebody at the other side of the world. Nor do they think it is special to send E-mails to their friends, whether these friends were made on- or offline. With most adults, however, this is not the case.

Another interesting point is the fact that most adults will have acquired a set of social skills with which they can communicate in the real world. The young generation might complement these skills with virtual ones but one could also argue that the ‘real life skills’ will be altered or even replaced.

VR [virtual reality] applications can serve to alter our senses of cause and effect, and of the permanence of or continuity of objects (…) Our commonsense notions of how gravity functions can be readily altered (…) objects we drop can fall ‘up’ rather than ‘down’, and disappear and reappear periodically. In a related fashion, VR applications can serve to alter our instincts and judgments about social interaction. (Oravec, 1996, p. 1)

The important thing to take note of here is that in a few decades the younger generation will have replaced the older one and in both generations the Internet leave its trace. Already there is talk about the world turning into a global village due to the ‘information superhighway’. Some might say it has already led to “[t]he death of distance” (Cairncross, 1997: quoted in Matzat, 2001, p. 39) on many fronts.

Indeed, there is no doubt that the Internet will have an influence on all of our lives in the next few years. Putting aside the question whether this influence will be mainly good or bad, it is something we should be prepared for. As Haythornthwaite says, there is “a pressing need to understand and prepare for its impact” (Haythornthwaite, 2001, p.366). Rheingold utters that we know little of “the impact these newest media might have on our daily lives, our minds, our families, even the future of democracy” (Rheingold, 1993, introduction).

Since it is impossible to know what exactly is going to happen, the least we can do is try to get a better understanding of it all.

Main question

The main question pursued in this thesis is as follows:

To what extent do motivations about using and effects of being part of a virtual community differ between younger and older participants?

In order to answer this question satisfactory the following sub-questions will be discussed:

1. What role does the adaptation to CMC play with regard to motivations to use a virtual community?

2. In what respect are the motivations of use different between younger and older users?

3. In what respect are the effects of use different between younger and older users?

4. To what degree do the actual effects of exposure correspond with the motivations of the users?

Theoretical framework

To research possible differences in motivations and expectations, experiences, effects and expectations of exposure to this medium between age-groups, I will make use of the Uses and Gratifications approach (Katz et al., 1974). The central argument of this approach consists of the idea that use of the media is related to needs that people want to fulfill and to the gratification, or fulfillment, that they expect to get from this use. Studies that adhere this approach do not so much study the content of the media. Instead they look at the motivations and expectations that precede the exposure, the actual forms of exposure and the intended or unintended effects of this exposure (De Boer & Brennecke, 1998).

Often media-use tends to be goal-oriented. When individuals choose to use a specific medium they will have certain expectations and ideas about that use. This so-called ‘anticipation of exposure’, what do people expect from a certain medium or a message delivered by this medium, can have a significant effect on the way people perceive a message during the actual exposure to a medium. Also the active involvement of individuals in the communications-process can increase, reduce or in some other way alter the effects of exposure to a medium (De Boer & Brennecke, 1998).

In terms of motivations, expectations and actual effects of the media-use, there will be noticeable differences between age groups. One might expect individuals to try out a virtual community just because it is new and exciting to them. As Rheingold phrased it: “these new media attract colonies of enthusiasts because CMC enables people to do things with each other in new ways -and to do altogether new kinds of things- just as telegraphs, telephones, and televisions did” (Rheingold, 1993, introduction). This will particularly be true for the younger age groups. One would expect adults to seek answers to difficult questions more often and they will go to greater lengths to obtain this information than the younger ‘Netizens’
.

Something that is interesting in both groups is not so much the expectations they have of using the medium, but rather the unintended effects that will occur after exposure. Surely cyberspace is the last place where one would expect to find a new community, is it not? People are, if at all, “visually represented by what is called an ‘avatar’ or ‘user representation’” (Webb, 2001, p. 563). Furthermore one cannot rely on physical cues and signals of their communicating partners so participants in these virtual places use unusual methods of textualizing non-verbal signs which are not used in off-line life (Smith, 1999). This is hardly the way people are used to communicate in a ‘normal’ community.

The surprise of finding this phenomenon online can drastically alter the effects of the exposure to the medium. Although we speak of virtual communities, I suspect that many people who encounter them have little, if any, knowledge of how this medium can influence their life and that is exactly what makes this study so interesting.

One should note here that since there has been no study like the one I am proposing in this field to date, the research in this thesis is largely explorative in nature.

Research design

I compared two age groups within virtual communities and sought out the ones where one would expect adults as well as teenagers, or younger people, to be members, e.g. a Star-Trek or Star-Wars fan-community. Both subjects have been around long enough that one can reasonably expect them to have younger as well as older fans.

To obtain data I conducted an online survey consisting of a questionnaire that could be filled in by members of these communities. The idea was that they were already online and that this method would make them more inclined to participate in the survey.

The questionnaire consisted of questions that were carefully put together with the theoretical framework in mind. Expectations and actual effects could be easily put into categories before analysis. Analysis of the data conveyed what needs respondents wanted to fulfill and to what extent they experienced the community to fulfill these needs. Also, the attitude towards staying an active member the community was related to these expectations and experienced effects. The data also showed if they are even consciously aware that they became or are becoming part of something ‘bigger’. In the end the data revealed whether there is a significant difference between age-groups on these parts.

Questionnaire

Because this thesis is about an online medium the research design was set up so that the gathering of data would also occur online. This was done with the help of an online questionnaire
.

There are several benefits to conducting a survey online. First of all is the response. This is among the highest in survey-methods because there are no additional demands made of the respondents, like putting the answers in the mail. Respondents can answer the questions with the click of a button or a keystroke and when they are done they can simply press ‘send in answers’ and the data will be anonymously mailed to the survey conductor. This brings us to a second advantage, namely the costs of conducting the survey. There are no stacks of paper that have to be printed or handed out to respondents. This also allows for easy last-minute changes to the survey. The cost-effectiveness not only leaves more time for beta-testing, it also has the potential for faster data processing. With the help of some specialized scripts and software one is able to receive the respondent’s data  by email and then process it further so it can be imported into a statistical software package like the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).

The program InData was an invaluable asset to the survey. With some practice one can make a list of questions in InData and subsequently let the program make a simple web-page which can serve as an online questionnaire. Furthermore InData features the ability to import dozens of emails at a time and then export them to a program like SPSS with fair ease. 

Motivation

The motivations, or reasons if you will, that respondents gave for using the community can be seen as gratifications that they want to fulfil. The actual gratifications which the community fulfils for the respondents shows in the things they ‘get’ from the community. These motivations and effects of use will also be referred to as gratifications sought and gratifications obtained from here onwards.

The questionnaire featured four key parts: questions that related to using the computer as a communicating medium, a part where respondents could state their motivations for using the community, statements about what members get from the community and a small general question part.

The questions that measure both groups of gratifications were put together so that it was easy to categorize them for analysis. In general uses and gratifications literature one finds several categories of gratifications. Some of which were deemed not usable in a virtual community study, like quality
. The final statements fit into categories like time considerations, diversion, social interaction, learning, and emotional release.

The general part of the questionnaire made it possible to compare groups based on age, gender, activity in the community, Internet usage and community usage. Also the question of whether the English language was the mother tongue of the respondent was added to see if this factor might play a role in the results.

Since no questionnaire can measure everything there were possibilities for the respondents to fill in their own comments as well. Amongst these open questions was one which asked “what was the single most striking thing that happened to you or amazed you by being part of this community?”. This gave the respondents a lot of space to mention anything they deemed necessary.

Final draft

The final draft of the questionnaire web-page that InData produced was severely altered to give it a more professional look and feel. The page was set up so that the  respondents could give their opinion about several statements in a point and click fashion and simply press ‘send in answers’ when they were done.

For beta-testing, fellow Communication Science students were asked to fill in the questionnaire. The final draft was also screened by moderators of the community with the well-being of the members in mind. This screening was done to make sure that the questionnaire did not request any sensitive information about the members. In this case no changes had to be made.

For a detailed description of the actual questionnaire see the appendix or visit the live version at http://home.student.uva.nl/bob.kruijer/scriptie/10f/q.html

Cooperating communities

Several Star-Trek and Star-Wars fan communities were approached and asked if they would like to help in this study. These communities were chosen because the interests they represent have been around long enough that one can reasonably expect them to have younger as well as older fans. The television series Star Trek was first aired in 1966 and the first Star Wars movie came to the big screen in 1977.

It proved a difficult task to find communities that met the needs for this thesis. There are numerous Star-Trek or Star-Wars communities out there on the Net, most of them relatively small. Although it is an option to conduct a survey amongst a dozen small communities with up to 250 members, this was chosen not to be viable in this thesis. The simple fact being that in the end one cannot account for differences between communities which in turn makes the relevance of the outcome very questionable. So in order for the survey to be successful the communities that were approached had to have a substantial number of members.

Outpost 10f

Outpost 10F is an online community that was founded in 1997. Back then the founders chose a theme that offered unlimited possibilities: Star Trek. The site focuses on providing interactive discussions and events for fans of the science fiction and fantasy genres. It is a place where members can contribute their own skills, talents and experiences, hereby supporting and promoting both the community and each other
.

On the 10th of July 2002 an email was sent requesting their help in the study. At that time the site had 2807 members. At the end of data-intake on September 23rd the number of members had grown to 6352. By making good agreements and communicating with site moderators during the course of data-intake everything ran smoothly.

Other communities

Of the other communities that were approached just one met the demands of this study. Unfortunately, after optimistic initial contact, other attempts of contact and negotiation went wrong.

Results and analysis

140 respondents filled in the questionnaire for the Outpost 10f site. Since it had 6352 members at the end of data-intake the response generated was about 2.2%. Although this was less than was hoped for it still gives enough data for a thorough analysis.

To answer the main question it is imperative to have two different age-groups. In this study it was chosen to split the groups at 25 years of age. The introduction of the World Wide Web to the main public can be placed somewhere around 1994. People who are 25 now were 17 back then. At this age, it was not common to have access to an Internet connection already. From 18 onwards people start going to Universities or get fulltime jobs where access to the Net would have been more probable. Anyone above the age of 25 now supposedly will have had to adapt to using the Internet more than those who could just roll into it.

Next to the age-group analysis that will result in answering the main sub-questions, also general results will be discussed in order to get a good overview of the data.

Used scales

Since the questionnaire featured many different variables it was necessary to make use of scales in order to compare variables and find correlations between them. During the process of putting together the questionnaire careful considerations were made so that certain questions could be put together to measure certain things. These considerations were especially done for the gratifications sought and the gratifications obtained part of the questionnaire.

Factor analysis of the gratifications sought measures showed that there were four factors with eigen values in excess of 1.0. These four factors explained 60% of the data’s variance. The following names were given to the factors:

1. Information/Entertainment

2. Interpersonal Utility

3. Education

4. Relaxing/Escaping

These four factors make up general categories of motivations and from here onwards will be treated as such. The Information/Entertainment category focuses mainly on getting information on specific interests, getting in contact with other ‘like-minded’ people, and entertainment. The contact aspect can be considered with or without the intent to make friends. The Interpersonal Utility category perhaps needs some more explanation. For instance if ‘I want to know what others have to say’ and ‘I want to get new insights’ are motivations to use the community for a person, one can expect the person to anticipate that their exposure to the community will be useful in their social relationships. For these motivations convey a need to have things to talk about and to have opinions on a lot of subjects. Knowing what others have to say can help people make up a well considered opinion themselves. Knowing more also prepares one for discussion.

Table 1
Factor loadings for gratifications sought
	
	1
	2
	3
	4

	I want to be less bored
	0,112
	-0,192
	0,266
	0,695

	I want some diversion
	0,195
	0,025
	-0,128
	0,778

	I want to get in contact with other people
	0,651
	0,376
	0,123
	0,036

	I want to be up to date about the latest developments
	0,601
	0,144
	0,327
	0,021

	I want to learn how to deal with problems that I can encounter in my life
	0,132
	0,246
	0,820
	0,058

	I want to learn about morals and values
	0,143
	0,216
	0,818
	0,074

	I want to make friends
	0,490
	0,235
	0,317
	0,035

	I want to get some entertainment
	0,591
	0,055
	0,021
	0,425

	I want to talk to people who share my interests
	0,816
	0,207
	-0,041
	-0,001

	I want to get new insights
	0,322
	0,737
	0,109
	-0,082

	I want to hear opinions of others so I can compare them with my own
	0,222
	0,799
	-0,069
	0,122

	I need some way to let off steam
	-0,278
	0,319
	0,156
	0,605

	I want to get better in the English language
	0,043
	-0,148
	0,471
	0,041

	I want to know what other people have to say
	0,191
	0,772
	0,178
	-0,005


Note: the bold number is the highest loading among factors
Table 2
Factor loadings for gratifications obtained
	
	1
	2
	3
	4

	I am not bored anymore because I am active in the community
	0,640
	0,090
	0,371
	-0,001

	The community is a nice way to get some diversion
	0,140
	0,115
	-0,167
	0,727

	I got in contact with other people through the community
	0,757
	0,273
	0,098
	-0,089

	The community keeps me up to date about the latest developments
	0,643
	0,190
	0,140
	0,247

	I learned how to deal with problems that I can have in life
	0,390
	0,262
	0,710
	0,047

	The community has got me thinking about morals and values
	0,416
	0,472
	0,413
	-0,072

	I have made some good friends through the community
	0,416
	0,241
	0,182
	0,366

	The community is always good for some entertainment
	0,404
	0,169
	-0,176
	0,598

	I frequently talk to people who share my interests on the community
	0,788
	0,202
	-0,048
	0,203

	The community has helped me get some interesting insights
	0,367
	0,705
	0,210
	0,132

	I often compare my own opinions with what is said by other members
	0,160
	0,831
	0,006
	0,073

	Taking part in the community is a good way of letting off steam
	-0,125
	0,066
	0,221
	0,826

	The community has made me better in the English language
	0,022
	-0,052
	0,853
	-0,040

	The community offers a way to see what other people have to say
	0,168
	0,812
	-0,025
	0,271


Note: the bold number is the highest loading among factors

For the third category it suffices to say that it consists of the motivations that have to do with learning and education. The fourth and final category is made up of motivations such as ‘I want to be less bored’ and ‘I want to get some diversion’. The name Relax/Escaping was chosen because in general avoiding boredom and seeking diversion are seen as relaxing activities. Furthermore one can consider ‘letting off steam‘ as a form of escaping, from reality or everyday routine.

When the gratifications obtained measures were factored the result was a solution that also featured four factors with eigen values that exceeded 1.0. The four gratifications obtained factors together explained 64% of the data’s variance. These four factors were sufficiently similar to the gratifications sought dimensions that it was possible to give them the same names. Of course the two sets of factors are not entirely identical in structure. For example, one of the gratifications sought measures that clustered into the Information/Entertainment dimension did not appear in the Information/Entertainment factor based on gratifications obtained items. Still, there is sufficient isomorphism between the gratifications sought and obtained factors to allow them to be considered as pre- and post-exposure of the same experience.

Another scale that was used during analysis was the one for adaptation to Computer Mediated Communication. The questionnaire featured three questions that were intended to measure the adaptation to CMC and perceived difficulties during this process. Reliability analysis showed an Alpha of more than .50 which was sufficient in this case. These three questions were used for the adaptation to CMC dimension which was abbreviated to ‘CMC is easy’.

Table 3
Reliability analysis, Alpha-scale
	               Scale          Scale      Corrected

	               Mean         Variance       Item-              Alpha

	               if Item          if Item         Total               if Item

	              Deleted        Deleted    Correlation        Deleted

	

	V1_1           8.9203         1.6797        .3325           .4648

	V3_1           7.6087         3.0720        .2773           .4937

	V4_1           7.7754         2.3944        .4252           .2635



	

	Reliability Coefficients

	

	N of Cases = 138.0                    N of Items = 3

	

	Alpha = .5101


To see if members were sufficiently active in the community the question of whether they visited other parts of the site was used. It is fair to expect that a person who surfs around the whole site frequently would know more about what goes on in the community. Also, one would be more up to date about new things, would have more to talk about, would invest more time in the community and thus would be a more active member than somebody who visits just the chat-area or BBS on the site. Of course one can argue that a member could be very active in just the chat-area but in this study it was chosen to define member activity in a broader way. 

General results

Since age is thought to play a role in community use this variable is of upmost importance in this study. Figure 1 shows how the average age is spread between respondents. Note, as table 3 shows, how the mean is 20.65 and that there is not that much spread of ages but rather a cluster below the mean age.
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Age distribution

Table 4
What’s your age?

	N
	Valid
	133

	
	Missing
	7

	Mean
	
	20,65

	Std. Deviation
	
	6,77

	Minimum
	
	8

	Maximum
	
	53


In most countries, men use the Internet more than women. Although this is beginning to even out more and more this study shows that 56.4% of respondents were male and 39.3% female. One should note that this could be but a feature of the response since females are on average more inclined to fill in questionnaires when asked.

Table 5
Gender distribution
	
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent

	Valid
	Male
	79
	56,43
	58,96

	
	Female
	55
	39,29
	41,04

	
	Total
	134
	95,71
	100,00

	Missing
	
	6
	4,29
	

	Total
	
	140
	100
	


On a one to five scale rating from ‘I strongly disagree’ to ‘I strongly agree’ respondents gave the following ratings to motivations for using the community. The gratifications dimension Information/Entertainment scored 3.95 and the Interpersonal Utility dimension got a score of 3.84. The third and fourth factors, respectively Education and Relax/Escaping, scored 2.57 and 3.15. As a reaction to what they get from the community, gratifications obtained, the results were as follows. The first and second dimension got a score of 4.10 and 3.99 respectively. The dimension that conveyed education showed a score of 2.97 and on the fourth dimension respondents scored 3.52.

Table 6
Mean scores for gratification sought

	
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Information/Entertainment
	136
	3.95
	0.67

	Interpersonal Utility
	138
	3.83
	0.81

	Education
	136
	2.57
	0.93

	Relax/Escaping
	136
	3.15
	0.83


Table 7
Mean scores for gratification obtained

	
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Information/Entertainment
	133
	4.11
	0.61

	Interpersonal Utility
	134
	3.99
	0.76

	Education
	137
	2.99
	0.97

	Relax/Escaping
	134
	3.52
	0.66


On average the members said to have been using the Internet between 3 and 4 years. Interestingly, as can be seen in table 8, more than half of the respondents said to use the Internet already for over four years. The average amount of time that one had been participating in the community itself was between 1 and 2 years.

Table 8
How long have you been using the Internet?

	
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent

	Valid
	Less than 1 year
	1
	0,71
	0,74

	
	Between 1 and 2 years
	12
	8,57
	8,82

	
	Between 2 and 3 years
	25
	17,86
	18,38

	
	Between 3 and 4 years
	23
	16,43
	16,91

	
	More than 4 years
	75
	53,57
	55,15

	
	Total
	136
	97,14
	100,00

	Missing
	
	4
	2,86
	

	Total
	
	140
	100
	


Table 9
How long have you been participating in this community?

	
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent

	Valid
	Less than 1 year
	23
	16,43
	16,67

	
	Between 1 and 2 years
	29
	20,71
	21,01

	
	Between 2 and 3 years
	47
	33,57
	34,06

	
	Between 3 and 4 years
	16
	11,43
	11,59

	
	More than 4 years
	23
	16,43
	16,67

	
	Total
	138
	98,57
	100,00

	Missing
	
	2
	1,43
	

	Total
	
	140
	100
	


The adaptation to CMC proved to be a smaller problem or ‘hurdle’ than was expected. The question ‘it was difficult to learn to use the computer to communicate online’ was among the ones with the lowest score in the whole study (1.62). The dimension itself showed an average score of 4.05.

Table 10
Miscellaneous scores
	
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	I feel I really know some members in this community although I never met them in real life
	139
	4,38
	0,93

	It was difficult to learn to use the computer to communicate online
	138
	1,62
	0,87

	I have made some good friends through the community
	136
	4,51
	0,80

	I want to talk to people who share my interests
	139
	4,33
	0,81


In table 10 one can see that respondents in this study stated with an average score of 4.38 that they ‘feel they really know members although they never met them in real life’. Also the highest score on a variable was found on the position ‘I have made some good friends through the community’ (4.51). One could say that these findings support the idea that a virtual community in fact can be seen as a real community and not necessarily just a supplement to it.

Theories on virtual communities mostly state that people come together in a virtual community first and foremost because of a shared interest. The position ‘I want to talk to people who share my interests’ scored an average of 4.33. This supports the existing ideas about the origins of virtual communities.

Correlations

Correlations were analyzed between the eight gratifications and four other variables. Internet usage
, community usage
, member activity and the adaptation to CMC.

Correlation-analysis showed that there was a negative correlation between Internet usage and the Education dimension in the gratifications sought. The amount of time respondents had been participating in the community had no significant correlation to these gratifications. Member activity was measured by asking if they also visited other parts of the site frequently next to the chat-area or BBS. This variable correlated to three dimensions: Information/Entertainment, Interpersonal Utility and Education. The adaptation to CMC proved to correlate to one of the motivation dimensions of the gratifications sought, the Information/Entertainment dimension. 

Table 11
General correlations gratifications sought

	
	
	Information/

Entertainment
	Interpersonal Utility
	Education


	Relax/

Escaping

	Internet usage


	Pearson Correlation
	-0.098
	-0.077
	-0.190*
	-0.023

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.259
	0.375
	0.028
	0.795

	
	N
	134
	136
	134
	134

	Community usage


	Pearson Correlation
	-0.130
	-0.102
	-0.145
	-0.104

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.132
	0.235
	0.092
	0.230

	
	N
	136
	138
	136
	136

	Member activity


	Pearson Correlation
	0.193*
	0.300**
	0.248**
	-0.067

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.025
	0.000
	0.004
	0.439

	
	N
	136
	138
	136
	136

	CMC is easy


	Pearson Correlation
	0.208*
	0.144
	-0.085
	0.024

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.016
	0.093
	0.325
	0.785

	
	N
	135
	137
	135
	135


** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
For the effects of using the community Internet usage and community usage showed no significant correlation. However, the other two variables did. Member activity showed a positive correlation to the same three dimensions as in the gratifications sought. The adaptation to CMC also correlated positively to three dimensions: Information/Entertainment, Interpersonal Utility and Relax/Escaping. Here the highest correlation between the gratifications and adaptation to CMC was found. This was with the Information/Entertainment dimension. 

Table 12
General correlations gratifications obtained

	
	
	Information/

Entertainment
	Interpersonal Utility
	Education


	Relax/

Escaping

	Internet usage


	Pearson Correlation
	-0.025
	-0.060
	-0.161
	-0.067

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.777
	0.496
	0.062
	0.442

	
	N
	131
	132
	135
	132

	Community usage


	Pearson Correlation
	-0.106
	-0.093
	-0.012
	-0.136

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.226
	0.286
	0.886
	0.117

	
	N
	133
	134
	137
	134

	Member activity


	Pearson Correlation
	0.285**
	0.224**
	0.306**
	0.070

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.001
	0.009
	0.000
	0.424

	
	N
	133
	134
	137
	134

	CMC is easy


	Pearson Correlation
	0.324**
	0.212*
	-0.013
	0.216*

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	0.014
	0.884
	0.012

	
	N
	132
	133
	136
	133


** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
When examining the different age-groups there was a noticeable difference in the correlations for gratifications sought. The younger age-group showed negative correlations between Internet usage and the Education dimension, between community usage and Information/Entertainment and between community usage and Education. Member activity correlated positively with Interpersonal Utility and the Education dimension. Two other positive correlations were between adaptation to CMC and Information/Entertainment as well as Interpersonal Utility. The older age-group showed but one correlation. This was found between member activity and Interpersonal Utility.

Table 13
Age split correlations gratifications sought

	Age 
	
	
	Information/

Entertainment
	Interpersonal Utility
	Education


	Relax/

Escaping

	<25
	Internet usage


	Pearson Correlation
	-0.133
	-0.087
	-0.249*
	-0.065

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.174
	0.374
	0.011
	0.505

	
	
	N
	106
	107
	105
	106

	
	Community usage
	Pearson Correlation
	-0.238*
	-0.140
	-0.251**
	-0.178

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.014
	0.149
	0.010
	0.066

	
	
	N
	107
	108
	106
	107

	
	Member activity
	Pearson Correlation
	0.170
	0.269**
	0.283**
	-0.009

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.080
	0.005
	0.003
	0.924

	
	
	N
	107
	108
	106
	107

	
	CMC is easy


	Pearson Correlation
	0.298**
	0.262**
	-0.089
	0.006

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.002
	0.006
	0.367
	0.951

	
	
	N
	106
	107
	105
	106

	>25
	Internet usage


	Pearson Correlation
	0.023
	-0.047
	-0.030
	0.115

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.906
	0.810
	0.877
	0.560

	
	
	N
	28
	29
	29
	28

	
	Community usage
	Pearson Correlation
	0.209
	-0.013
	0.170
	0.141

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.276
	0.946
	0.368
	0.467

	
	
	N
	29
	30
	30
	29

	
	Member activity
	Pearson Correlation
	0.318
	0.453*
	0.215
	-0.336

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.092
	0.012
	0.255
	0.075

	
	
	N
	29
	30
	30
	29

	
	CMC is easy


	Pearson Correlation
	-0.165
	-0.292
	-0.083
	0.095

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.391
	0.117
	0.663
	0.626

	
	
	N
	29
	30
	30
	29


** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
For gratifications obtained this picture was not much different. Table 14 indicates that in the younger group Internet usage correlated negatively with the Education dimension. Member activity showed correlations with both Information/Entertainment and Education. Adaptation to CMC correlated positively to the dimensions Relax/Escaping, Interpersonal Utility and Information/Entertainment. Two positive correlations were found in the older group. Interpersonal Utility and information entertainment both correlated to member activity.

Table 14
Age split correlations gratifications obtained

	Age 
	
	
	Information/

Entertainment
	Interpersonal Utility
	Education


	Relax/

Escaping

	<25
	Internet usage


	Pearson Correlation
	-0.084
	-0.087
	-0.206*
	-0.124

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.402
	0.382
	0.034
	0.208

	
	
	N
	103
	104
	106
	104

	
	Community usage
	Pearson Correlation
	-0.185
	-0.169
	-0.105
	-0.166

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.060
	0.084
	0.280
	0.090

	
	
	N
	104
	105
	107
	105

	
	Member activity
	Pearson Correlation
	0.268**
	0.163
	0.312**
	0.086

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.006
	0.096
	0.001
	0.384

	
	
	N
	104
	105
	107
	105

	
	CMC is easy


	Pearson Correlation
	0.348**
	0.316**
	0.013
	0.226*

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000
	0.001
	0.894
	0.021

	
	
	N
	103
	104
	106
	104

	>25
	Internet usage


	Pearson Correlation
	0.232
	0.048
	0.002
	0.154

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.236
	0.808
	0.992
	0.434

	
	
	N
	28
	28
	29
	28

	
	Community usage
	Pearson Correlation
	0.215
	0.135
	0.334
	-0.011

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.263
	0.485
	0.071
	0.955

	
	
	N
	29
	29
	30
	29

	
	Member activity
	Pearson Correlation
	0.391*
	0.549**
	0.309
	0.010

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.036
	0.002
	0.096
	0.957

	
	
	N
	29
	29
	30
	29

	
	CMC is easy


	Pearson Correlation
	0.204
	-0.184
	-0.132
	0.174

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.289
	0.339
	0.487
	0.366

	
	
	N
	29
	29
	30
	29


** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
General correlation results

The motivation to use the community for education-purposes gets smaller when people have been using the Internet for a longer period. Also, the more respondents state they are active on the site the more they state that the dimensions Information/Entertainment, Interpersonal Utility and Education are a motivation to use the community. Another thing that can be said is the less difficulty respondents had with adaptation to CMC the more they are inclined to use the community for information and entertainment purposes.

Member activity showed a positive correlation to the same three dimensions as in the gratifications sought. This shows that active members see these three motivation-categories fulfilled more often than non-active members. What the adaptation to CMC is concerned, the less difficulty respondents had with this, the more they experienced to get Information/Entertainment, Interpersonal Utility and Relax/Escaping by using the community.

Age-group correlation results

When looking at the correlations for the two age groups one finds the following, starting with they younger group: the longer they have been using the Internet, the less they state to use the community to learn things. The results also show that the younger group is looking less for entertainment, information or education when they have been participating in the community for longer periods of time. Furthermore, correlations show that the active members use the community with Interpersonal Utility and education in mind. The older active members show a correlation to Interpersonal Utility. Beforehand it was hypothesized that the younger group would have less trouble to adapt to CMC. The results show that the less difficulty they had with adaptation to CMC, the more they use the community for Information/Entertainment and Interpersonal Utility. For the older group there were no other correlations found in the gratifications sought.

Results of gratifications obtained correlations also show that the younger group does not feel they learn things by using the community when they have been already using the Internet for a long time. Community usage does not show any correlation to the gratifications obtained. The more active a members is, the more they state to get the Information/Entertainment and Education dimension fulfilled by the community. In the older group the active members get the Information/Entertainment and Interpersonal Utility dimension fulfilled more than the less active members. The ones who found it easy to use the computer to communicate say to get all but the Education dimension fulfilled by using the community.

Two positive correlations were found in the older group. Information/Entertainment and Interpersonal Utility both correlated to member activity. 

Interestingly the younger age-group shows a lot more correlations than the older group. On the other hand the correlations that do show in the older group are stronger than the ones found in the younger group. Looking at the number of respondents in each group, the uneven spread could be a factor.

T-tests

T-tests
 indicated that there were no significant differences between age-groups in the sought or obtained gratification categories. Other t-tests, ran for adaptation to CMC, Internet usage, community usage and member activity, also found no significant differences between the younger and older group. Also the average scores for the questions ‘if I would have been younger when I started to use this medium, it would have been easier to get used to the community’ and ‘I feel I really know members in this community although I never met them in real life’ showed no significant differences between the age-groups.

When comparing the gratifications sought and the gratifications obtained dimensions scores with each other, significant differences were found on all four dimensions. 

Open questions

Some respondents stated they used the community for other reasons than the ones mentioned in the questionnaire. Most answers here were similar to ‘it’s just fun!’, ‘my friends are members’ and ‘the people are great’.

The questionnaire also featured one big open question which said: “What was the single most striking thing that happened to you or amazed you by being part of this community?”. A lot of respondents took the time to write some of their experiences down. We picked out a few remarkable answers
:

I found a girl that was strikingly wonderful, and after 2 years, and a visit from her, we fell in love. Currently we have been married for 2 years and are expecting a child in October, 2002.

Marrying a woman from a different continent and having a baby with her.

Having an online relationship and falling in love.

Difficult question... I suppose it is my girfriend and I meeting each other in the chat. For now, it is a long distance relationship, but a visum and work permit request for my girfriend are handed in at the Dutch embassy in the US.

Even though I thought the idea of meeting someone online was unappealing I ended up falling in love with someone from the community.

I got married to one of them.

I met my wife on Outpost10F. At the time, she was in New Zealand and I in Canada. We've been happily married nearly 2 years now.

If one considers that the response was as a bit more than 2 percent, it is interesting to think about how many actual relationships, or even marriages, have come out of the whole community. These answers show that emotions and feelings have a place even in a virtual community. The following answers also confirm this:

The way that everyone gets along ... Sometimes better than a family. Some of us ARE other peoples' families when theirs aren't treating them right.

That everone welcomed me, no matter what my age was. And made me feel welcome, forming a family.

The fact that age really doesn't matter. In an online community, you can share ideas or have fun whether you are 12 or 60

The Family feel,where everyones  welcome

its a safe place to talk about something u enjoy with friends and "family" and have a really good giggle - its like a family reunion everytime u log in!!1

The way you can get to know people all over the world and how they can make you feel as if you belong

The way everyone acts like a real family

it feels like more than just a community

Probably C-relationships/c-family (Cyber-relationsip/family)
Note how the members talk about family, or cyber-family, when they refer to the other users. As seen above, some members experience that age does not matter. In the other answers one also finds statements that indicate that looks are not important online. Seemingly, prejudice plays no, or at least a much smaller, role in a virtual community than in real life.

Before it was already mentioned that one can be in contact with other like-minded people from all over the world. Some answers that relate to this are:

The warmth and friendship expressed by people who live all the way around the world and the strong bond that the community reperesents. With all the world's problems, none of it seems to matter in the community where people from all around the world come together just to chat and have fun.

When i realized that not Everyone in the chat was from the U.S. it kinda made me think about the fact that i can say i have friendships with people in quite a few European countries.

The single most striking thing that happened to me was the distances I travelled to meet people I met online.  I have travelled to the complete other side of the world to hang out with my new friends and they have done the same.  My experiences are not unique in 10F either.

The aforementioned statements of respondents all fit in a certain category. Naturally, not all answers can be placed under one of these. One might place the following answers in a miscellaneous category:

How much my typing speed has improved because of it.

I learned how to work in group and how to comunicate with them

Being part of the community made me want to learn things, such as webdesign and I am amazed about how much I know right now that I didn't know maybe a year ago. If I wasn't part of the community, I would've never even thought about the things I know now and never learn them.

There is none, that is what makes it interesting.

Having a virtual dinner date at Outpost10f and defending my date against someone, ultimately ending up in a fight.  We were both reprimanded by a commander afterwards.

being able to communicate with people so easily because in rl I am very shy

When looking at these statements about what struck the members most in the community, one can say that there are loads of advantages and good things coming from a virtual community. There were hardly any, if at all, answers that could be seen as negative towards the community and its members. People feel they belong to something and experience the community to be a valuable addition to their lives.

Discussion

In this chapter one finds the discussion about the study outcomes, the objectives and used methods, limitations of this study and suggestions for future research.

Objectives and used methods

The objective of this study was to compare different age-groups in virtual communities. In that it succeeded on most parts. Response from the Outpost 10f site was sufficient and generated enough data for analysis and significant outcomes. However, it was hoped that two, or more, big communities could be compared between each other in order to control for community-specific differences in results. In this case this was not achievable.

Getting in contact with the right people on the community websites, making them realize this was a legitimate study and keeping contact run smoothly proved to be a more difficult task then initially perceived. One of the reasons that Outpost 10f did join in the study was because contact was professional and met netiquette demands.

It was somewhat daunting to find that other sites did not take the trouble to reply to an email requesting their help in a study like this. One might say that these problems would not occur if one makes agreements over the phone or in a face-to-face interview.

The methods of data collection however, proved to be a good choice. Data-entry time was reduced to a minimum and demands made of respondents were extremely small.

Study outcomes

Taking in account the results and findings of analysis, below follow the answers to the sub-questions. 

1. What role does the adaptation to CMC play with regard to motivations to use a virtual community?

The mean score on the adaptation to CMC factor for the younger and older group was respectively 4.06 and 4.03. This means that in general either group agreed that they did not find it difficult to communicate with help of a computer. It was hypothesized that the older group would perceive significantly more difficulties, analysis however showed this was not the case. 

Correlation analysis show that the less difficulty the younger group had with adaptation to CMC the more they use the community for Information/Entertainment and Interpersonal Utility. I propose the following explanation for this finding. ‘The Internet is a wonderful thing’ is sometimes heard, ‘if you know how to use it’ quickly follows. In fact it is not necessarily the Internet itself that is difficult to use, rather the software used to ‘view’ the sites and knowing how to navigate on specific sites. One can think of each website as a map drawn by a person. Some people draw an easy to use, clear map. Others make it nice and detailed and yet others come up with something only a rocket-scientist can comprehend. The good thing is that if you know how to use a personal computer you should not have to much trouble getting to grips with browser-software and navigating around websites.

The younger respondents in this case know how to find what they want and use these skills to fulfil their gratifications. Initially the anticipation was that the older group would show results like this regarding CMC use. As mentioned before, this could be due to the smaller number of respondents in the older group.

2. In what respect are the motivations of use different between younger and older users?

When listing the four dimensions of use for the younger and older groups there seems to be little difference between the scores. T-test analysis confirms that there are no significant differences in average scores between the groups. 

Correlations for the younger group show that the longer they have been using the Internet the less they expect to learn things by using the community. Possibly this is due to the fact that they experience that the Internet is a place where a lot of things are a hoax or that chat-partners do not tell the truth all the time. Indeed if one experiences that somebody else lies about for instance their gender, than it is hard to take other things as undeniable facts. Why this correlation does not appear with the older group might be that they are able to distinguish truth from ‘fantasy‘ more easily. This becomes feasible when one accounts for the fact that older people have more life experience and people-knowledge. Also, the younger group is looking less for entertainment, information or education when they have been participating in the community for longer periods of time. This could be an indicator of using the community more for Relax/Escaping but results are ambiguous on this. The more active members use the community with Interpersonal Utility and education in mind. The older active members show a correlation to Interpersonal Utility. To comprehend this one must consider that one cannot get all the information that one seeks from the chat-area. In order to know as much as possible what others have to say one has to surf around a bit. On the other hand, chatting to a lot of people, which is also an indicator of active membership, can give a good view of opinions of others as well. The results show that the less difficulty they had with adaptation to CMC the more they use the community for Information/Entertainment and Interpersonal Utility. For the older group there were no other correlations found in the gratifications sought.

3. In what respect are the effects of use different between younger and older users?

The gratifications that the members fulfil by using the community also differed slightly between the two groups. Again T-test analysis showed no significant difference.

Looking at the gratifications obtained correlations we see that the Internet-veterans in the younger group do not feel they learn things from community-use. This could be because they do not expect to learn anything by the community use. The more active younger members state to get the Information/Entertainment and Education dimension fulfilled by the community more than the less active ones. In the older group the active members get the Information/Entertainment and Interpersonal Utility dimension fulfilled more than the less active members. Surely Information/Entertainment and education can only be obtained if one is active. Although these correlations are still interesting, they are not surprising. The young ones who had the least difficulties with adapting to CMC state to get the Information/Entertainment, Interpersonal Utility and Relax/Escaping dimension fulfilled more than ones who perceived more difficulties. Again, knowing how to use a computer has loads of advantages when you know what you want. These respondents get all these gratifications fulfilled, at the click of a button!

But two positive correlations were found in the older group. Information/Entertainment and Interpersonal Utility both correlated to member activity. So the active members feel they get these dimensions fulfilled more than the less active members.

4. To what degree do the actual effects of exposure correspond with the motivations of the users?

When looking at the motivations for use of the community and the gratifications that respondents actually fulfil by using it, one can see that the scores are quite similar. T-tests were used to see whether there even was a significant difference between the gratifications sought and obtained. This proved to be the case. So although it appears there is hardly any difference, it cannot be accounted for by coincidence.

On every dimension the gratifications obtained score was on average 0.27 higher than the score noted for the gratifications sought. This can, in fact, be due to the simple fact that most people do not know what they are supposed to expect from a virtual community. When they have been using it for a prolonged period of time they notice that it does more for them than they conceived at the start.

Of course, some effects could not be measured by the scales in this study. For some things people simply do not expect to happen. At least not to them. This study shows how easy it can be to get close to people in a virtual community and even end up marrying one of them.

Limitations of this study

Looking back it is a shame that I got just the cooperation of one community-site. As mentioned before there were several factors to which the community had to comply in order to be used in this study, possibly this made it harder to find suitable ones. Also time-span of the study and contact-difficulties with the websites played its part.

Suggestions for future research

Findings in this study give some interesting insights in virtual communities. Age proved to be of less influence on the gratifications than expected. However, data does suggest that member activity and some other factors could play a major role. Future research should be focused more on these dimensions. Perhaps there should even be more dimensions linked to the social environment of the respondents. A question like ‘I feel I have a lot of friends at work’ could be used to see if perceived loneliness plays a role regarding community use.

Another important thing that should be taken into account in future studies is the fact that, in order to end up with a satisfying number of participating communities, one should reserve a lot of time for contacting websites.

Conclusion

Before concluding let us consider the main question of this thesis:

To what extent do motivations about using and effects of being part of a virtual community differ between younger and older participants?

In sum it can be said that the adaptation to CMC does not really play a big role in motivations for community-use and that the motivations for use and the effects of exposure to the community do not seem to differ between older and younger users. The expected age-group differences did not appear in this study. Of course this is not necessarily a bad thing. On the contrary. As Smith & Kollock (1999) write: “Online interaction strips away many of the cues and signs that are part of face-to-face interaction. (…) individuals will be judged by the merit of their ideas, rather than by their gender, race, class or age”. The findings suggest that in a sense age is not a source of prejudice in this community. For results do not differ between the age-groups. In part the open question answers also support this.

Findings do suggest that people experience to get more from the community than what they expect from it. This is true for all four used categories of gratifications. This supports the aforementioned proposition that people initially do not know what to expect form a phenomenon as a virtual community. When asked about it, they realize it can offer them more than they thought.

One can say that it is not so much age that plays a differentiating factor in a virtual community but rather the activity of the members or the ease with which they use computers. For member activity and adaptation to CMC show the most correlations to the gratification dimensions in as well the older and younger groups. In this study the focus was on age and not on any of these factors. It is up to future researchers to find or design reliable scales which can measure these dimensions and offer a way to study virtual communities even further.
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Appendix

� EMBED StaticEnhancedMetafile  ���








� The acronym MUD originally stood for Multi-user Dungeons, this was because the domains were inspired by the fantasy role-playing game ‘Dungeons and Dragons’(Wood & Smith, 2000).


� The ‘Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link’ community can be found at http://www.well.com


� I practice the art of the scratch-DJ, also known as Turntablism. A turntablist uses a normal phonograph record-player as a musical instrument. Using techniques like scratching, back-cueing and beat-juggling one can create new sounds and beats.


� Coined by Howard et al. (2001), derived from the phrase ‘Internet citizens’.


� For a detailed description of the questionnaire see appendix


� When considering, for instance, a soap opera, one can give the ‘laughable” quality of the show as a reason for watching or avoiding it. Regarding virtual communities this generally does not apply.


� More information about the history and origins of Outpost 10f can be found at http://www.outpost10f.com/about_us.shtml


� How long had respondents been using the Internet 


� How long had respondents been participating in the community 


� Additional t-test data can be found in the appendix


� Possible spelling and grammar mistakes were left in for authenticity. More interesting answers can be found in the appendix.
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