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ABSTRACT

As more interpersonal interactions move online, people increasingly get to know and recog-
nize one another by their self-selected identifiers called usernames. Early research predicted
that the lack of available cues in text based computer-mediated communication (CMC) would
make primitive categories such as biological sex irrelevant in online interactions. Little is
known about the types of perceptions people make about one another based on this informa-
tion, but some limited research has shown that questions about gender are the first to be
asked in online interactions and sex categorization has maintained salience. The current pro-
ject was designed to examine the extent to which individuals might include obvious gender
information in their usernames, as well as how easily gender could be attributed from user-
names. Seventy-five coders were asked whether or not they could assign 298 people to a sex
category based only on their username, and then to rate how confident they were in making
the attribution. Results indicated that coders were fairly inaccurate in making these attribu-
tions, but moderately confident. Additionally, the results indicated that neither women nor
men were more accurate in attributing gender from usernames, and that neither women nor
men tended to use more obvious gender markers in their usernames. Additionally, those who
did use obvious gender markers in their username tended to have less experience with com-
puter chat. The results are discussed in conjunction with the limitations of the present inves-
tigation, and possibilities for future research.

INTRODUCTION

SIXTY—THREE PERCENT, or 126 million, American
adults use the Internet according to August,
2003 estimates by the Pew Internet and American
Life Project.! Of those users, nearly all use the Inter-
net to send and receive email (92%) and about half
(47%) use some form of instant messaging software
to interact with others, making communication one
of the primary activities that users engage in on the
Internet. As the use of text based computer-
mediated communication (CMC) technology be-

comes more widespread, it becomes increasingly
important to understand the implications of utiliz-
ing these systems for interpersonal communica-
tion, and in particular, the consequences that the
use of such technology may have on the person
perception process.

Much of the research to date investigating the
content and consequences of interactions in CMC
has focused on how people utilize the available fea-
tures of CMC to interact with and get to know
strangers.>7 A key part of research in this area has
been tied to investigating how interaction partners
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come to know one another in CMC, and what cate-
gories and information are important to them, par-
ticularly in light of the fact that this kind of
interaction may be markedly different than what
they are accustomed to in face-to-face (FTF) inter-
actions. Of particular interest is the way that indi-
viduals assign meaning to the information, or lack
thereof, provided during the interaction and how
that information impacts the person perception
process.

Some early research predicted that the absence of
visible indicators of the primitive categories of
race, sex social status would make them irrelevant,
or less salient, in text based interactions.4910 De-
spite these early predictions, research has indicated
that in some instances and for some people these
categories, particularly gender, have maintained
salience, meaning, and importance even in the
leanest of media.11.12

Clark suggested that as individuals attempt to
negotiate interactions that are mediated by com-
puter technologies, it is likely that they will utilize
categories that are familiar and have been per-
ceived to be useful in making attributions of others
in FTF interactions.!® Arguably, this could be con-
strued as one indicator that the categories them-
selves remain salient and important even when
there are no obviously observable indicators.1314

In the same way, individuals are likely to rely on
their past experiences, which are predominantly
face to face, when making decisions about self pre-
sentation in online interactions. Therefore, just as
there are likely to be individual differences that
predict the extent to which people read gender
markers, these same differences may distinguish
individuals who provide gender markers within
computer-mediated interactions and more impor-
tantly, determine who is likely to place emphasis
on gender designation.

The current project examines demographic pre-
dictors of the salience and perceived importance of
gender in text-based interactions. Because the most
common personal identifier in a text-based interac-
tion is one’s username, the use of gender markers
embedded in usernames is the focus of this study.
Therefore, in this project, we (a) explore the extent
to which individuals infer gender from usernames,
and their confidence in making gender assign-
ments, as well as the accuracy with which they are
able to infer gender and, (b) examine the predictors
that differentiate individuals who provide obvious
gender information in their usernames from those
who do not. The following section explores impres-
sion-development in text based CMC, followed by
a discussion of past research examining sex catego-
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rization and then an explanation of the method and
results of the present investigation.

Presenting self and perceiving others in computer-
mediated communication

The presentation of the self online has been the
topic of both philosophical and empirical inter-
est,1>19 as has the process of person perception on-
line.11.20-25 The primary question driving much of
this research has focused on the extent to which the
features of the medium hinder or enhances one’s
ability to self-present, perceive others, and have
satisfying interpersonal interactions. Historically
there are several competing perspectives on this
issue.

Proponents of the “cues-filtered-out” perspec-
tive argued that there is an important distinction
between lean and rich media. Lean media are de-
fined as media that lack social cues such as non-
verbal information and information related to the
physical body, such as text-based interactions.
Richer media include more of this information.
This perspective argues that lean media restrict
a user’s ability to present a clear picture of him-
self/herself, or to receive a true picture of an
interaction partner.®!0 Additionally, it was often
predicted that interactions would be less satisfy-
ing when mediated by lean media as compared to
those mediated by rich media.??6?” In contrast,
later research demonstrated that not only impres-
sions, but also meaningful personal relationships
could be successfully formed and maintained
using even the leanest media.?572028 Research
supporting the contrary perspective indicated that
individuals are able to adapt their communication
behavior to utilize the features of any medium to
facilitate their need to express the messages de-
sired,??9-31 consequently providing a foundation
for meaningful personal interaction in spite of
technological limitations.

In any interaction, whether mediated or not, peo-
ple make both conscious and non concious choices
about how to present themselves to others. At the
same time, they must make attributions about oth-
ers and they also must make choices about the
meaning behind the information that is presented
to them by others. And, they have to utilize what-
ever information is available to make these attribu-
tions. The absence of traditional indicators of
social/demographic clues in CMC may influence
impression formation, forcing individuals to adapt
their perceptions around the contextual limitations.
For example, Walther explained that receivers have
a tendency to overemphasize the information that
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is available, and use it to formulate an idealized im-
pression of their partner, something he calls, “hy-
perpersonal” communication.?*

The ability of the medium to support meaningful
interpersonal interaction may depend on the user’s
ability to adapt their communication behaviors to
the available features of the medium. Walther’s so-
cial information processing perspective (SIP) pre-
sumes that online interactions are complicated
because of contextual limitations, but that individ-
uals will (a) use some alternative cues, or (b) alter
their behavior in some way, to add back in the in-
formation that is missing.* Some support has been
found for both possibilities.?? Likewise, then, it is
important to examine the particular ways that
users adapt their communication behavior when
trying to get to know one another in a cue lean en-
vironment. In the next section, we explore one way
that individuals may adapt the way that they pro-
vide information online: through their usernames.

Usernames and self-presentation

In CMC, one piece of information that is often
used both for self-presentation and person percep-
tion is the username. Usernames, also referred to as
“handles,” “screen names,” or “nicks” (short for
nickname), serve several important functions for
CMC users. A username’s central function is estab-
lishing one’s online identity and allowing others to
recognize them. Many online services (e.g., ISPs,
chat servers) identify individuals based solely on
their username, and restrict usage of a particular
username to one person, thus allowing the user-
name to be unique to that person. In this respect,
the online identity becomes legitimized as a “true”
identity that is represented by the username. Addi-
tionally, users often keep their username for long
periods of time, even feeling a sense of identity
“theft” if another person uses their username.!5

Chat participants in particular seem to place
great emphasis on the importance of one’s user-
name.!” Barnes suggests that chat participants con-
sider the username to be an extension of self.!> In
an examination of 260 usernames, Bechar-Israel
found that most usernames could be categorized
into six types (examples of each in parentheses):
real names (<Katie22>), names relating to self
(<shydude>), technology-oriented names (<Pen-
tium>), names of objects, flora, and fauna
(<cheese>), word play and sounds (<whathell>),
famous people and media characters (<elvis>),
and sexually oriented or provocative names
(<sexsee>). Interestingly, nearly half of the screen
names were coded as “names relating to self,” sug-
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gesting that the majority of users in the sample
chose names that were a reflection, in some way, of
their personality or some physical or personal at-
tribute.® This, in part, supports Barnes’ contention
that the username is more than an identifier, but a
conscious reflection of the self.1>

The results of this study also suggest that choos-
ing a username is not an arbitrary process, but part
of a user’s strategic self-presentation. Choosing a
username may be as important to establishing a
sense of self online (and creating impressions for
others) as editing a message, using emoticons, or
even using different kinds of language. At the same
time, unlike these other self-presentation devices,
the username may be seen as a more obvious and
conscious representation of the self. Literally, the
username is a visual representation of the individ-
ual. For example, when one is “present” in a chat
room, or available for Instant Messaging, it is one’s
username that appears on the screen for others to
see. The choice of username, then, should be con-
ceptualized as a conscious choice to influence the
judgments that others make about an individual.
As such, the content of these usernames, and the
subsequent impressions formed from them, are
likely to be utilized in the person perception pro-
cess. However, the message or impression one in-
tends to convey may or may not be ‘correctly’
perceived by ones interaction partners. One cue in
particular that may have perceived importance for
some users is gender, or sex categorization, as dis-
cussed in the following section.

Sex categorization in
computer-mediated communication

Experience with communication in the natural
world is very likely to influence the way people in-
teract with one another in computer-mediated
worlds. Given that biological sex is thought to be
the first thing noticed during a FTF social interac-
tion,?* it is unlikely that the importance or salience
of this would disappear in any type of interaction,
including those that take place in computer-
mediated communication. In fact, research has re-
vealed that the first questions that users ask during
online interactions with strangers are still about
gender and geographical location.161822 People
have been shown to apply socially defined identi-
fiers to categorize an individual as male or fe-
male,? and this category assignment is perceived
by many to provide meaningful information about
them.36-38 And more often than not, gender stereo-
types are used to make a determination about the
category to which a person should be assigned.3
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The lack of visible physical information in CMC
means that sex category assignment cannot be re-
lated to biological functions, or indicators, as it is
easy to manipulate the physical codes of sex and
gender in computer mediated environments.202!
Instead, this distinction is actually an assignment
of sex category, or the application of the socially
agreed upon behaviors that identify one’s member-
ship in one of the two categories instead of biologi-
cal sex.® In CMC, there may be distinct types of
behaviors that are consistent with gender stereo-
types, but these are not necessarily related to bio-
logical sex. The process, and limitations, of sex
categorization has implications for both person
perception and self-presentation in CMC.

The reliance on, and importance of, sex category
in FTF interactions is likely to maintain its salience
during other interactions; merely mediating an in-
teraction with technology is unlikely to invalidate
the importance that people assign to classifying
others based on sex.340 Consistent with this predic-
tion, there are a number of what are considered to
be gender markers present in CMC, despite the
lack of either physical or traditional social context
cues. Some have suggested that this indicates that
the stereotypes associated with gender have sur-
vived in even the newest of media.!12 For example,
some have pointed to usernames, phrasing choices
or signatures at the end of email messages!22541,42
as well as a person’s speaking style and the topics
they have chosen to discuss as gender markers in
CMC.% Research has revealed that interaction
traits and personality variables are also important
gender markers, and that people have continued
to make attributions of sex category based on be-
haviors in CMC. For example, dominating conver-
sations, interrupting others, and/or using a more
adversarial style are behaviors leading one to be
categorized as male,'2*! and the use of passive
language, discussing thoughts or feelings, and/or
using “emoticons” are behaviors leading one to be
categorized as female.'22541 Perhaps more impor-
tantly, sex category assignment has continued to
carry the attributions of status and social meaning
they have carried in non-mediated interactions.
Those categorized as masculine have been per-
ceived to have higher status, to be more compe-
tent and make more valuable contributions, while
those categorized as feminine were perceived as
more cooperative,#3 warmer, and not as credi-
ble.4445

Not all users in all contexts have continued to
make attributions of sex category. For example,
Nowak found that more than one third of partici-
pants engaged with another individual in a desert
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survival task reported being “unable to tell” the sex
category of their interaction partners.?! Interest-
ingly, those who did not make a sex category as-
signment reported the interaction to be more
satisfying and felt their partner was more credible
and likeable. Similarly, Collins-Jarvis found that
people could rarely tell whether others are female
or male during text interactions.®> In fact, some of
her participants reported that it did not matter that
they could not identify the gender of their interac-
tion partner. Although gender information seems
to have maintained some relevance in online inter-
active environments, it remains to be seen if and
how individuals deliberately.

Usernames as gender markers

If the choice of username does, in fact, represent
an active attempt to influence the impressions that
one is conveying, then any specific social category
information that one perceives to be present in the
username may be considered deliberate. For ex-
ample, choosing “batgirl” as one’s username in-
stead of “batlover” or “batfan” seems to represent
a deliberate attempt to gender one’s online per-
sona. What, in particular, motivates individuals to
gender themselves online? Why do some individ-
uals include gender information in their user-
names, while others do not? In an effort to begin
to explore this question, we offer the following re-
search question:

Research question 1.  What demographic predic-
tors differentiate those who include obvious gen-
der information in their username and those who
do not?

Additionally, individuals may make choices
about what to include in their username based on
previous experiences. For example, some research
has found that in chat rooms, individuals who self-
presented as females received more private mes-
sages, and more attention in general than did those
who self-presented as males.!51¢ In contrast, re-
search has found that individuals who were be-
lieved to be male were perceived as more credible
and interesting than those who were perceived to
be female.#445 The lack of clear evidence to suggest
a specific relationship between experience or other
individual differences and the use of obvious sex
categorization “clues” leads to the following re-
search question.

Research question 2. How does experience with
CMC influence the use of obvious gender informa-
tion in usernames?
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In the absence of traditional social cue informa-
tion such as physical indicators related to the nat-
ural body, CMC users make attributions and form
perceptions of others based on whatever informa-
tion is present. As discussed previously, usernames
are likely to be one important source of information
about the individual interacting online. Just as
users may actively “encode” their usernames by
choosing names that speak to some personal at-
tribute, they may also “decode” information about
interaction partners based on the usernames that
they have chosen and what they perceive to be im-
portant or meaningful information. In an effort to
provide insight into some of the fundamental ele-
ments of this process, we offer the following re-
search questions:

Research question 3. What demographic charac-
teristics differentiate individuals who make attri-
butions of gender from usernames and those who
do not?

Research question 4. How does experience influ-
ence the tendency to assign gender?

Although there are some data to suggest that in-
dividuals do form meaningful relationships and
lasting impressions of one another online, and that
they do so in fairly predictable ways, there is little
evidence to suggest that the impressions that they
form are representative of what their interaction
partner is really like or who they are in the natural
world. The question, then is, to what extent are in-
dividuals able to form accurate impressions from a
text based interaction? Limited empirical evidence
makes answering this question difficult at this
time. Maguire, for example, in her investigation of
sex categorization in online interaction found that
users were able to accurately assign gender to their
partner 62% of the time,* and Matheson found that
users were more likely to presume that the interac-
tion partner was male.*3

In the above investigations, individuals made
judgments of sex based on behaviors and other fea-
tures of the interaction, but were technically unable
to provide (or subsequently derive) any sex cate-
gory information. Presumably, in interactive CMC
environments, participants utilize whatever cues
are available to make determinations of sex, includ-
ing the information encoded in the username. Ad-
ditionally, it is yet unclear the extent to which
individuals were merely guessing at sex catego-
rization, or were confident in their perceptions. In
order to better understand the extent to which indi-
viduals may make accurate sex category assign-
ments based on the information contained in a
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username, and also the extent to which users may
feel confident in these judgments, the following re-
search questions are posed:

Research question 5. How accurate are individu-
als when assigning sex category based on user-
name?

Research question 6. How confident are individ-
uals when assigning sex category based on user-
name?

METHODS

Participants

Participants in this study were recruited from
undergraduate communication courses at a large
northeastern university. Participation was volun-
tary, and all participants signed consent forms that
included an assurance of confidentiality. Seventy-
five participants took part in the username coding;
65.3% were female. Age ranged from 18 to 26, with
a mean age of 20.3 (SD = 1.20). Eighty-four percent
of the participants were Caucasian, 6.7% were
Asian/Asian American 4% were Hispanic, and 4%
were African/African-American. Two participants
did not report their race. Participants reported that
they used computer chat or instant messaging sys-
tems for an average of 22.45 (SD = 20.46) minutes
per session, about 4.91 times per week (SD = 9.79)
for an average of 50.62 (SD = 22.48) months.

Procedure

The procedure had two steps: The first step was
to generate usernames and the second was to get a
different group of participants to evaluate these
usernames. These two steps are detailed below.

Generating usernames. Two hundred ninety-six
experienced CMC users located at a large south-
western university were asked to choose a name
that approximated a username that they typically
use when interacting online, and the username rep-
resented them during a text based online interac-
tion with a stranger. Participants were 70.3%
female (n = 208) and 27.7% male (n = 82), with two
persons not reporting gender. Ages ranged from 18
to 56, with an average age of 21.2 (SD = 4.54).
Seventy-six percent of the participants were Cau-
casian (n = 225), 18% were Asian/Asian-American
(n = 53), 5% were Hispanic (n = 14), and less than
1% were African/African-American (n = 2). Two
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participants did not report their race. In addition,
these individuals reported that they used computer
chat or instant messaging systems for an average of
28.91 (SD = 28.42) minutes per session, about 4.08
times per week (SD = 2.40) for an average of 40.28
(SD = 12.18) months. These usernames served as
the stimulus material for the present investigation.

Evaluating usernames. The 296 usernames were
divided into three lists, each containing approxi-
mately 98 names. Each of the 75 participants was
given one of three lists, and approximately 25 par-
ticipants coded each list. Regardless of version,
participants were asked to read each name on the
list and then to answer a series of questions about
their perceptions of the individual that the user-
name represented. Instructions for this section
were: “When people interact online, they fre-
quently choose a ‘“username’ to represent them-
selves. (These are also referred to as "handles” or
‘screennames.”) We are interested in how accurately
people make judgments about each other based on
their usernames. On the following pages, you will
find a list of usernames and a series of questions
that follow each name. Please read each name, and
then answer the questions to the right.”

Participants were asked (a) to designate this per-
son as “male,” “female,” or “can’t tell,” (b) How
confident are you of this person’s sex (ranging from
1 to 5, with 1 = strongly disagree, and 5 = strongly
agree), and, (c) What else can you tell about the
person from their username (open-ended)?

Additionally, all participants completed two sec-
tions measuring demographic information (age, sex,
ethnicity) and computer chat experience. The com-
puter chat experience items were (a) Have you ever
used a chat room? (b) If yes, how long have you been
using chat rooms? (c) How frequently do you use
chat rooms? (d) How long does your typical chat ses-
sion last? And, (e) what kind of chat rooms do you
most frequently use (e.g., sports, politics, general)?

RESULTS

Preliminary analyses

In order to address the research questions, sev-
eral preliminary calculations and analyses were
performed. First, overall rating accuracy scores
were calculated, by first matching each coder’s re-
sponse to the gender question with the self-
reported, actual biological sex of the individual
who created the username. The mean number cor-
rect was 39.00 (SD = 8.2), incorrect was 14.75 (SD =
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7.49), and participants chose not to assign gender,
indicating “cannot tell” for an average of 39.79 (SD
=15.31) cases. Put in terms of hit rates, participants
opted not to guess 42.44% (SD = 15.81) of the time,
and of the 53.69% (SD = 14.64) of the time when
they did opt to guess, they guessed correctly
73.81% (SD = 7.28) of the time, and guessed incor-
rectly 26.19% (SD = 7.28) of the time. (Note that per-
centages do not total zero due to approximately 4%
blank responses.)

Second, in order to determine which usernames
were perceived as having the most “obvious” indi-
cators of gender, percent agreement was calculated
as the total percent correct for each username. In
other words, names that were coded correctly at
least 80% of the time were coded as having more
“obvious” gender cues. Sixty-five of the usernames
were coded as “obvious,” representing approxi-
mately 22% of the usernames.

Third, confidence in gender ratings was deter-
mined by calculating the mean confidence score for
each individual across usernames. The mean confi-
dence score overall was 3.04/5 (SD = 0.56).

Research questions

Research questions 1 and 2. What demographic pre-
dictors differentiate those who include obvious gender
information in their username and those who do not?
And how does experience with CMC influence the use of
obvious gender information in usernames? Chi square
analysis was used to address research question one,
particularly to address the extent to which sex
and/or race might be significant predictors of the
use of more obviously gendered usernames, how-
ever results indicated that neither sex (b = —0.059,
p = ns) nor race (¢ = 0.021, p = ns) yielded signifi-
cant differences.

Then, a t-test was used to examine potential dif-
ferences in the use of gender information based on
experience with computer chat. Experience had a
significant effect on the use of gender information
with users with more obvious gender information
in their usernames having significantly less experi-
ence (M = 2.50, SD = 1.99) than those who did not
M=3.155D =247;t=1.89,p <0.05).

Research question 3. What demographic characteris-
tics differentiate individuals who make attributions of
gender from usernames and those who do not? To ad-
dress these research questions, attribution of gen-
der was operationalized by examining the number
of a respondent’s “can’t tell” responses. GLM was
used to test for sex differences, and differences by race,
and differences based on experience, in the extent to
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which individuals “couldn’t tell” gender. Biological
sex (for females, M = 40.21, SD = 15.59; for males M =
39.00, SD = 15.04) did not have an effect on a person’s
likelihood of making attributions of gender (F =0.15, p
= 0.70), nor did race (F = 0.41, p = 0.80). Means with
standard deviations in parentheses for the race cate-
gories were white/Caucasian 4033 (15.92),
African/ African-American 49.00 (6.93), Asian/Asian-
American 33.40(13.28), and Hispanic/Latino/Latina
35.33 (8.02). Experience was also not a significant co-
variate in the model (F = 0.01, p = 0.94).

Research question 5 and 6. How accurate and confident
are individuals when assigning sex category based on user-
name? In terms of general accuracy, a one-sample t-
test indicates that participants were more likely to
guess (53.69%, SD = 14.64) than to indicate that they
couldn’t tell (42.44%, SD = 15.81) (t = 3.14, p = 0.02).
When they did opt to guess, participants assigned a
sex category to the usernames correctly an over-
whelming (73.81%, SD = 7.28) ampunt of the time.

In terms of confidence in assigning sex category,
the mean confidence score was 3.05/5 (SD = 0.57),
representing a moderate amount of confidence over-
all in the attribution of gender from usernames. Dif-
ferences in confidence as well as accuracy of sex
category assignment between men and women were
examined using a t-test. Means with standard devia-
tions in parentheses for men’s confidence and
women’s confidence were 3.05 (0.59) and 3.04 (0.55)
respectively. Means with standard deviations in
parentheses for men’s accuracy and women'’s accu-
racy were 53.62 (2.15) and 53.83 (2.98), respectively.
Not surprisingly, the means were not statistically
different either, for confidence (t = —0.03, p = 0.98)
nor accuracy (t = —0.02, p = 0.98).

Finally, in an effort to explore the relationships
among these variables zero-order correlations be-
tween experience, sex category assignment, accu-
racy and confidence were calculated. Results
indicate that experience was not significantly corre-
lated with sex category assignment (r = 0.03, p =
0.81), or with accuracy (r = —0.05, p = 0.67), but
there was a small but significant correlation be-
tween experience and confidence (r = 0.27, p =
0.05). Thus, more experienced users were more
confident, but not more accurate.

DISCUSSION

Interaction via text based CMC has become a
common interpersonal communication tool. And as
suggested by the SIP model, despite contextual lim-
itations, users of these technologies will find ways
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to adapt their communication strategies to make
the interaction as meaningful and personal as pos-
sible regardless of medium. This project investi-
gated some fundamental questions in CMC
research including: for whom is gender a salient
category, and to what extent are attributions of gen-
der made with confidence with little information,
and what is the level of accuracy? Although these
data are preliminary, they provide insight into the
process and can be used to guide future research in
this area.

Researchers who study interaction in CMC, par-
ticularly interaction in chat rooms, have provided
evidence that basic demographic information (like
age/sex/location) is important for users.” 1112161822
Presumably, people have continued to rely on these
familiar categories because they perceive them to
provide useful information and reduce uncertainty
about the interaction partner, making the interac-
tion more satisfying. In the same way that users
might ask for or offer information interactively
through chat responses, they may also offer pieces
of information about themselves in their user-
names, thereby potentially reducing some of their
partner’s uncertainty from the outset.

The first set of questions in the current study ad-
dressed the presentation of gender information in
CMC by examining the characteristics of individuals
who included easily discernable gender “clues” in
their usernames. The results indicated that neither
sex nor race predicted the use of obvious gender in-
formation in the username, but that experience did.
Less experienced users were more likely to include
more obvious gender information in their user-
names than were more experienced users. This may
be due to the fact that a less experienced user would
feel less confident or comfortable in the interaction
and would be more likely to want information fa-
miliar to them in their FTF interactions. As Clark ar-
gued, they may want to turn to these familiar
categories as they attempt to negotiate the new and
unfamiliar worlds and interactions.! The fact that
experienced users were less likely to provide obvi-
ous sex category information lend support, if lim-
ited, to the notion that this category may lose
importance and salience as people gain experience
in computer mediated environments. And the ques-
tion of which cues will still be meaningful in CMC in
the future is as yet unanswered.

In addition to examining the way that gender
was presented in the username, a second set of Re-
search Questions was presented to address the way
in which individuals make attributions of sex from
usernames. In particular, experience with com-
puter chat, race, and sex were examined as poten-



384

tial predictors of tendency to assign individuals to
a sex category based on the information contained
in the username. The results indicated that neither
women nor men have a greater tendency to make
an attribution of gender, and that race was also not
a significant predictor. Likewise, the amount of
chat room experience that participants had was
also not a significant predictor of whether or not
someone would engage in sex category assign-
ment. However, generally speaking, participants in
this study were more likely to make an attribution
of sex category than not. Participants made a guess
roughly 55% of the time, and indicated that they
could not tell about 45% of the time. In some ways,
this hints at the fact that interactants still want to
know, or at least have some idea of their partner’s
sex category, even in a reduced cues context. Put
another way, relying only on a username, they pre-
ferred to guess sex rather than not. Indirectly, this
also supports the SIP notion that the cues that are
present in restricted cue environments may be of
heightened importance. In this case, the username,
though limited in scope in its ability to provide
meaningful information, was valued as a source of
gender category information.

As addressed earlier, limited empirical evidence
has suggested that the likelihood of “guessing” sex
accurately without the aid of visual cues is low.?1.48
The current data are somewhat inconsistent with
these previous findings; when these participants
made a guess, they were accurate nearly 74% of the
time. Interestingly, approximately 20% of the 296
usernames were coded as “obvious,” suggesting
even further that despite a few overwhelmingly ev-
ident usernames, coders were generally able to
make accurate guesses. One important distinction
is that in the present investigation participants
were permitted to opt out of guessing. It is unclear
whether previous investigations permitted this op-
tion, although the distinction certainly would im-
pact comparison levels. It is also noteworthy that
the correlation between confidence and “correct”
scores is approaching significance (r = 0.21, p <
0.07), this suggests that people are unlikely to make
an attribution of sex without feeling somewhat
sure of their guess. It is important to acknowledge,
however, that guesses about partner gender are
often accompanied by information beyond user-
names during interaction, and perhaps guesses
made based solely on usernames represent how in-
dividuals may formulate initial impressions, but
not necessarily comprehensive evaluations. In ad-
dition, certainly there are factors beyond the scope
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of the data available in this investigation that likely
contribute to the presentation and perception of
personal characteristics in CMC. Several of these
factors are addressed below.

Limitations and future directions

One limitation in this investigation was the lack
of information available about the original user-
name creators. Although basic demographic infor-
mation was available, and certain relationships
could be examined based on that information, the
conclusions that could be drawn from the informa-
tion available were incomplete. In particular, it was
regrettable that we did not have access to the inten-
tion of the user; it was impossible to ascertain the ex-
tent to which the person behind the username was
making a deliberate, conscious choice to include sex
information or not. For example, “spiceman23”
might have earned the nickname somewhere, and
translated into a username without deliberately set-
ting out to provide information about his biological
sex to others that he might encounter online. Or,
“golfygirl” might have wanted to differentiate her-
self from the males that she encounters in the golf-
related chat sites, and therefore made a very
conscious choice to include sex information in her
username. This notion of intentionality is an addi-
tional variable that warrants investigation, as it
seems inextricably linked to self-presentation. And
beyond mere questions about whether or not some
piece of information was intentionally included, it
may be worthwhile to investigate the intentions
themselves—not just if users intend to include infor-
mation, but what they intended for it to represent
and why they felt this was important.

Second, the username alone is only one small
part of a person’s online identity. Although they
may be an important first cue for users in interac-
tive environments, and as Bechar-Israel sug-
gested, they may carry important clues as to the
identity of the person behind the name, they are
only one element in the overall picture.3® Whereas
past research has failed to consider usernames as
tools for communicating important information,
the research reviewed earlier includes data from
interactions in which individuals relied on other
information (e.g., behavioral cues) to make attri-
butions about the sex of their interaction partner.
An important future consideration would be to
combine several sets of stimulus materials that
may be better representative of the judgments
made by users during a typical online interaction,



USERNAMES AND SEX CATEGORIZATION IN CMC

for example, combining usernames with chat tran-
scripts. This could potentially also impact accu-
racy rates as well as salience of the categories.

Third, asking participants to make an attribu-
tion of sex category obviously made this salient
information that everyone was forced to consider.
In a more open-ended task, it is possible that they
would have focused on other categories or been
less likely to point to sex category assignment.
This may explain why those with experience with
chat rooms were less likely to provide sex cate-
gory information when sex category was not
made salient when users were choosing user-
names, but why it is not a predictor in of those cat-
egorizing usernames.

CONCLUSION

The results presented above provide insight into
people’s ability and willingness to provide and in-
terpret information for sex category assignment in
cue lean media. In considering the influence of bio-
logical sex, researchers have argued that women
and men have recognizably different ways of com-
municating, and these differences are apparent
when they communicate in virtual environ-
ments.122541 [t is important to note that in the re-
sults presented above men and women were
equally accurate, likely to make a sex category as-
signment and equally willing to provide that infor-
mation about themselves. This lends support to the
concept that in Cyberspace sex category behavior
and assignment is related more to stereotypically
gendered behavior than to actual biological sex.

Further, people were generally inaccurate in their
ability to assign others to sex category, which is con-
sistent with the suggestion that in CMC environ-
ments, sex category assignment cannot be related to
biological indicators, therefore is difficult to success-
fully identify.20 In CMC sex category may maintain
salience in that there may be two distinct types of be-
haviors that are consistent with gender stereotypes,
but these behaviors are unlikely to be related to bio-
logical sex. As CMC is increasingly a part of people’s
lives and further research continues to examine this
issue it is likely that this pattern will become clearer.
And, future research in this area should not only
focus on the processes involved and indicators used
for primitive categories like biological sex, but also
continue to monitor the influence of new and possi-
bly as yet undefined categories that evolve with long
term experience and use of the technologies.
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