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Research Paper

“Does using a computer cause isolation or greater interaction?”

Introduction to the Internet and its development

Since its initial development, the Internet has been a source of infinite information accessible by almost anyone, anywhere, and at anytime.  It has become an essential tool for small businesses, large corporations, and homes.  With a few clicks of your mouse the world is at your fingertips, no matter what your interests may be.  The Internet has facilitated the way we communicate with others and opened up new doors to technologies that have changed the way people run their lives.  Some may argue that using a computer, in particular, the Internet, leads to isolation from the real world.  This may be the case if computer usage becomes an addiction.  But with so many new innovations and ideas that have already been implemented using the Internet, it is undeniable that computers cause a greater interaction between people and allow them to access a virtual world full of the latest interaction tools.  Social networking sites, email, instant messaging, and blogging all evolved into a style of communication that goes well beyond post mail and telephone service ever did.  
To understand how these technologies evolved, it is important to know the history of the Internet and how it is capable of providing all these means of interaction. In today’s society, the Internet plays a major role in connecting people all over the world by providing information and resources of all sorts. As Internet and computer technology progresses, businesses and individuals are presented with more ways to replace old methods of interaction with new, advanced ones that are becoming readily available. Like every new advancement in technology, the Internet has its advantages and disadvantages; On one hand, the world is now at our fingertips—we can find almost anything and anyone without stepping a foot outside our door, but it comes with a cost: although stepping outside our door isn’t always convenient, it allows us to become more social and interact with the outside world.

The birth of the Internet is considered by many to be in 1983 when the United States’ National Science Foundation (NSF) first set up a university TCP/IP network.
 Although the scope of this project has exponentially grown and matured over the last two decades, its initial idea remains the same: computers are networked and are able to keep a constant line of communication with each other. This seemingly simple idea had no real cultural impact at first, but as the use of computers spread across the world, more and more people discovered the power that comes from networking computers together. “By 1996, the word ‘Internet’ was coming into common daily usage” and more and more universities and other institutions were offering Internet access in their computer labs and facilities.
 But even in the mid 90’s, the Internet was still considered to be a new technology, and still hadn’t fully entered our lives.

By the late 90’s, early 21st century, the Internet was commonplace in homes and businesses all around the world. Once being only a supplementary resource for information and communications, the Internet was now a main tool in finding information, shopping, and staying in touch with friends, family, and business associates. With various tools like emails, chat-rooms, and discussion boards, the Internet allowed people to stay up to date with current events and personal information without ever getting off their rotating chair. At first this transformation was taken with great fondness, as it was no longer needed to leave the house, or even make a phone call to talk to someone or send a letter—the Internet made everyone’s lives a little easier. But easier doesn’t always mean better; with the need to leave the house greatly reduced, the need to visit family or meet up with friends also seems to have been diluted. According to a national panel survey conducted in 2000 and 2001, “heavy use of the Internet is associated with reductions in the likelihood of visiting family or friends on a randomly selected day.”
 On the other hand the study showed that “correlations between the frequency with which respondents communicate with specific family members by visits, phone calls and email, suggesting that communication in one medium stimulates the others.”

Emails, IM’s, Blogs and Discussion Boards

Electronic mail, better known as email was one of the first real uses of the Internet. Instead of sending a letter by mail and waiting for it to be physically delivered, it was now possible to send the same information to any person with an Internet connection in a matter of minutes for a fraction of the price. There are different types of e-mail providers such as Yahoo, MSN, AOL, Google, and many more. As long as someone has an email address you can send them a message and it doesn’t matter which type of service they use. A person with a Google address can still message a person with an MSN address.  Greatly reducing the use of the telephone, email moved from being a privilege shared only by professors and researchers to a house-hold name all around the world in a few short years. According to a survey conducted in 2002, “eighty-seven percent of those who used the Internet during a typical day in 2002 sent or received email… far more than used any other single online application or information source.”

Like every great innovation though, the email introduced some disadvantages which can’t be overlooked: In the theme of this paper it is worth while to mention that email provided people with one less reason to leave the house, and in turn dwell in a soft seat in front of a computer screen, typing away through the day or night.
Programs such as AIM, Yahoo IM, and MSN IM are examples of Instant Messengers. An instant messenger is exactly what the name implies it to be. It is a message sent instantly over the Internet from one person to another.  The difference between an IM program and an e-mail program is that with IM both users have to be on, while in e-mail only the sender has to be on.  E-mail messages are normally longer and in-depth, while IM messages are shorter and are more conversation like rather then being a mail message or a note.

Companies use IM’s and e-mail as a common part of their days’ workings. This has made communication between bosses and employees so much easier to handle. Reports can be sent straight over to the person they need to get to and without the hassle of using paper that can get lost or damaged on the way to being delivered. The use of these two message types also promotes more conversations between everyone in the company. Information in the company travels faster because of these forms of communication. The use of this technology also has helped those companies that have other branches in another country communicate with ease increasing productivity.

The use of IM’s and e-mail is also widely used among friends and families. It is one of the best ways to keep in touch with people that have moved far away. You can talk to someone who is across the world from you and not be billed any extra money as you do with the phone company for making long distance calls. This is a great way to keep in touch with family members that live in a different country and even friends you know that have moved away. It is also a great way to keep in contact with new people you meet online.
The next step forward in online communications was the introduction of chat rooms and discussion boards. While the email allowed for easy, direct communications with individuals across the street or across the world, it was now possible to collaborate with groups of people, discuss your favorite baseball team, ask for help with a difficult recipe, or meet new people in a virtual chat room. Chat rooms are a form of IM; however instead of a conversation between two people it can be a conversation between multiple people.  Discussion boards have a different approach and consist of people opening up forums with conversation topics, and through the course of days, even months, keep the conversation going through messages that are posted.  Online communities quickly came about and people started spending hours of their day online simply taking it all in, and in the mean time contributing to the experience.
Forums and blogs are both places where you can go to post your ideas on topics where anyone can read and respond. With most of these forums and blogs you will need to register to read and post on the site, however some sites you can post to without giving any information.  Forums and blogs create a community of people where you might not know each other in person but you get to know a bit about each other on these forms of communication. One example of this is Davidson College. Here incoming freshmen and upperclassmen come to this blog and talk about what college life is going to be like. One student said “I have friendly faces and people to look out for, and I’m just a little bit better informed.”
 Coming online to this blog has helped many students cope with college life and help them become more comfortable with the new surroundings. It also has helped incoming freshmen get to know people better before meeting them in person. 

Forums also bring people together to create a strong community of people. They can be anything but the popularity of a forum comes from the types of people who go to them and the subject area the forum deals with. In forums people can come all over the world to talk about anything ranging from anime to music.  They help people come together to talk about what interests them most. Such forums as http://www.animenation.net/forums/ have people from all over the world come and talk about their favorite topic, anime. This site is one of the bigger forums and has attracted many people to it. From these types of forums a sort of bond is created and people get recognized by the type of person they are rather than what they look like in real life or how they sound. The friendships and respect that form are ones that aren’t based on physical looks but on knowledge and skill.

Virtual Games and Online Communities

With the creation of better computers and graphics it is only natural for virtual chatting to become more advanced. Such programs are virtual worlds that create a sort of virtual community. Second Life is one of these programs. “Participants launch Second Life's software on their personal computers, log in, and then use their mice and keyboards to roam endless landscapes and cityscapes, chat with friends, create virtual homes on plots of imaginary land, and conduct real business.” 
  This program is a virtual world where you live a virtual life. You go to work, create relationships, and even raise a virtual family in-game. These types of programs are just virtual chat rooms. Even more of these types of programs are showing up. A program called Home is being developed for the game console PS3. The program will be free when it is released, and once it is everyone who owns a PS3 will be able to log onto this program and chat with people all over the world, using ether text base or voice. Using this program you will be able to not only chat with other people but also have parties.  People will be able to see your accomplishments with the games you have played be it online or offline. These programs seem to try to bring different types of people together that have a similar interest and allow them to interact in a virtual world. 
As technology improved and computers became more powerful, 3-D graphics and broad band Internet connections allowed developers to immerse users in virtual organic environments which live and breathe and are continually updated and played online by players all over the world. These games, known as Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games (MMORPGs) were a phenomenon which simply sucked players in. Their addicting features and constantly changing elements kept players playing on them for hours, or even days at a time. In these games people group together to try to reach similar goals. People who have a skill at the game tend to stand out and are ones that people look up to to try to match their skills. This is seen a majority of the time in PvP combat, player verses player. This is where players in the game face off against each other. People who know how to play their characters are sometimes pulled out and respected amongst other gamers. 

MMOG’s are not only about combat, there is a very social aspect to the games. These types of games are similar to the virtual chat rooms mentioned above. They are just a bit more in-depth and have goals you can accomplish in them. An example of a game that has had a very strong social aspect to it is Star Wars: Galaxies. In this game there is an entire profession that revolves around the social aspect of the game. The profession in this game is all about interacting with other people in order to improve the skills of their character. 

Programs like ventrilo and team speak are programs where people who have microphones on their computer are able to speak to others logged onto the same server. It’s like having a phone conversation with more than one person at the same time. This form of communication is a much more efficient way to talk to others during a game session without taking the time to type it out. It has helped people play video games online on teams even if they aren’t in the same room. 

Games like EverQuest allow players to enter a world of myth and magic where one has complete control of one’s character. Players’ avatars can be customized and altered to have different looks, hair, skin color, clothes, etc. Once entering the game world, players can interact with other players just like them and join them for a chat, challenge them to a duel, or take them out to dinner; characters could even get married. The money system in this open-ended game keeps players from ever finishing, always wanting more coins, more treasure, and more magic potions, while paying monthly fees to stay connected. Although they certainly provide an interesting form of entertainment, MMORPGs seem to have caused a great deal of disconnection in players, in some cases even ending in tragedies and even suicide. But like all new technology, disadvantages and advantages come hand in hand; the ability to create online virtual worlds is a great business tool which is being used more and more for things like online business meetings and employee training.

Although it was a great success, EverQuest’s successors have found even more glory. Second Life, now held as the most influential virtual environment online, allows players to live in a completely open-ended world where one can meet new people, buy possessions, build real-estate, and open businesses. In fact, the Second Life market currently rolls approximately $5 million of real money a month.
  Many people make a living in the real world by producing virtual items such as clothes and furniture to be sold and used in the virtual world.
Social Networking Websites

Social networking sites also play a major role in today’s online interaction.  Such sites include, but are not limited to MySpace, Facebook, Blogger, and Xanga.  Web developers have created these sites with the idea to contribute to and enhance social interaction.  Though each site has its own characteristics such as layout and style, their goal is the same, to “offer a variety of ways to communicate with people both in and out of one’s personal network.”
  Social networking sites give users the ability to expand their social circle from normal personal interactions.  Similar to “real social networks, virtual social networks are formed around common interests, experiences or friends (247).”
   Through the use of comments, personalized profiles, messages, and blogs, users are able to expose themselves to the online world while having access to unlimited resources and interactivity.  Social networking sites work by creating a virtual community between users who want to share their interests, keep in contact with current friends and family, as well as establish new relationships that can develop into long term.  Social networkers are given the opportunity to put themselves out there and open themselves up to a vast community.

Exactly how popular are social networking sites among our community?  A predominant number of people who subscribe and use networking sites on a regular basis are teens.  The Pew Internet and American Life Project led a survey “conducted by telephone from October 23 through November 19, 2006 among a national sample of 935 youth ages 12 to 17.”
  Results showed that female teens are more likely to use social networking sites and do so primarily to keep in touch with existing friendships.  According to the survey, male teens have different motives for signing up to these sites, and that is to establish new relationships and flirt.  In total, the Pew Internet survey revealed that “more than half (55%) of all online American youth ages 12-17 use online social networking sites.”
  

The popularity of social networking sites poses another question, what drives so many people to sign up and create accounts?  For some, it can be time consuming.  Creating layouts, posting photos, and simply personalizing a page to fit one’s uniqueness is something that can take hours and even become addictive.  Most users want their pages to be a representation of their personality, their interests, their likes and dislikes.  It eventually becomes a never ending project for some with constant adjustments and changes.  If you go to any profile chances are that there will be photos uploaded of the user and of their close friends and/or families.  Music can also be incorporated and is an extra step in getting to know the user’s interests and personality.  
Without a doubt, social networking sites help to maintain current relationships as well as open the door for new ones.  There are people that do not consistently check up on their profiles and sign in to see what’s new, but for the most part it is safe to say that the majority of social network users do check in on a regular basis.  According to the Pew survey, “almost half of social network-using teens visit the sites either once a day (26%) or several times a day (22%).”
   Sites allow users to search through other member’s profiles by specific criteria or to browse by broader categories.  Age, sex, school, occupation, hobbies, and even first and last name are just a couple.  By this means, it is easier for networkers to come across people who share similar interests.  In fact, the Pew survey revealed that “the vast majority of teens who use social networking sites say they use the sites to maintain their current friendships, while half report using the sites to make new friends.”
  The teens who took part in the survey also mentioned that they use social networking sites for keeping in contact with their friends outside the Internet.  Being able to communicate through private messages and comments can facilitate making arrangements and scheduling events outside the virtual world, enhancing social interaction.


Teens seeking a larger social circle are not the only ones taking advantage of social sites.  In fact, job recruiters have been going into sites such as Tribe.net and Orkut.com to learn more about potential employees for their clients.  According to the article “Social-Networking Sites Catch the Eye of Employers”, “information on these sites can leak into a job search, sometimes hurting one’s chances of landing a position.”
   Particular sites as mentioned before such as MySpace and Facebook attract the younger crowd, but other sites, such as Friendster, Ryze, and LinkedIn, to mention a few, attract the older age group of up to 35.  There are more serious profile questions asked on these sites than on the ones that are teen oriented.  Fields include marital status, educational background, political views, and resume information.  Because of the amount of personal information available on social networking sites, “employers may use them for background research on candidates.”
  For job managers, personal profiles provide a great amount of information about a potential employee.  It gives hiring administrators an insight on what the possible interviewee is about even before setting up a formal interview.  According to the article from careerjournal.com, “bad grammar or typos, even on candidates’ friends’ pages, gives second thoughts.”
   The photos users upload on their profiles are also important.  Employers want employees to be presentable, and the way a person carries them self in public, especially how they dress, can impact their chances of being hired.  

Politicians have also taken advantage of networking sites to campaign.  The 2006 Democratic candidate for governor of California created a profile on MySpace and used “his personal page to post position papers and other announcements.  He also used the site to gather information on issues of interest to the public (249).”
  Campaigning is done to get candidates’ missions and goals out to the public as well as to listen to the public’s needs and expectations.  With the availability of blogs, message boards, and comments, candidates can surely get their message across to a large number of people who browse the Internet and have social networking profiles.

Of course, with every good comes a bad.  Although social networking sites have increased and enhanced interaction and communication, they do have their downsides.  Security poses a major issue.  Teens, in particular are at greater risk because too often they expose too much personal information without realizing the possible consequences.  The Internet can seem like a safe place, because it provides a sense of privacy since it lacks physical contact and interactivity.  It may also come across as a completely private place where only friends can read and see what’s posted, when in actuality everything posted is public and accessible by others unless specified as private by the user.  Some sites have restrictions implemented to regulate what kind of members join their services.  Age requirement is one, but it is not easily enforced since it can be overridden by simply inputting an incorrect birth date.  This poses a threat to the protection and safety of young children signing on to social networking sites without authorization.  When it comes to “deciding how much information to reveal, people may not exercise the same amount of caution as they would when meeting someone in person,”
 and it is important to keep some key factors in mind to protect yourself.  The United States Computer Emergency Readiness Team (US-Cert) provides cyber security tips to educate Internet users on what they can do to keep safe, particularly on social networking sites.  US-Cert advises social network users to “limit the amount of personal information [they] post…remember that the Internet is a public resource…be wary of strangers…be skeptical” and “check private policies.”


The future of social networking sites is looking brighter as their popularity continues to increase.  According to an online article, “MySpace, with 70 million visitors, has become the digital equivalent of hanging out at the mall for today’s teens.”
  This fad with social networking sites may only be temporary until something better comes alone, and “the long-term success of these sites will depend on their ability to retain the interest of their members.”
  New innovations by companies are being designed targeting those users of social networking sites.  MySpace and Facebook, the two most popular networking sites are getting together with cell phone companies to create even more ways for people to communicate and virtually interact with each other.  The idea is to make it possible for users to post messages, browse through members, and update their profiles without having to use their computer.  MySpace is ahead of the game and already “has a pact with Helio, a wireless joint venture between SK Telecom and EarthLink.”
    

With all these forms of communication accessible online you can in essence contact anyone in the world as long as they have an Internet connection. This is one detail that has helped many people who live under a dictatorship using the Internet they are able to get information out about what is happening in the country they live in. It is also a very effective tool to promote an idea. One such idea that has spread due to the Internet was the Zapatismo. These people managed to get the word out about how bad their country was and were able to promote the ideas of Zapatismo. Using the Internet from e-mail to forums this movement has grown and people all over the world have proclaimed themselves as Zapatistas. 

Negative Effects of Internet Usage and How It Causes Isolation

One of the biggest accomplishments of these forms of online communication they are helping to flatten the world. As we start socializing with other countries and other places around the world we start to adapt and create these connections between ourselves that were never possible before. You can be friends with a person when they live across the world from you and you have never met them in person before. These tools help us meet people we would never have met before and increase the number of people we interact with.

In society today, it is argued that computers cause isolation among their users. Computers have even transformed the world into a “global village.” While the informational aspects of the computer are recorded well, consequences of the computer on individual’s in society remain. These consequences are not fully understood. Computers are changing the human interaction and relationships. People hear about computers today having this dramatic effect on people and how they unite people, creating an online community for everyone.


Instead of speaking face-to-face, people are now using the convenience of the computer to talk with one another online. This poses a problem to people, especially school kids. They are losing their social skills, or not getting them developed as well as they could have if they actually interacted in person.  Online chatting and e-mails are a great online tools that can lead to social isolation. Those that choose computer communication or internet communication over speaking to people are usually those that do not do well in social circles; they may lack communication skills.  In emails and IM’s students usually type in slang, or in short-hand terms. They do not practice good grammar and their skills do not improve. They also lose out on extra class time, where they can be interacting with students who are willing to learn and speak correctly. 

There is a relationship between the time spent on the computer and social isolation. The more a person is on the computer, the less time they spend speaking with people and therefore, have less speaking and communication skills. Dr. Shyam Sundar Sethuraman of Penn State University conducted an experiment as follows:
 A total of one hundred and thirty two respondents were selected using a systematic random sample. Each respondent was given a survey which had items pertaining to amount and type of computer usage, as well as questions related to social isolation and some demographics. He hypothesized that the amount of time spent on the computer would be positively correlated to the degree of social isolation.

When you are on a computer, you are not experiencing things and meeting people. People are probably wasting a large amount of time sitting at their computers when they could be out in the park playing sports, going to the beach or meeting up with friends to catch up on their lives. It is true that AIM, e-mail and social networking websites like Myspace and Facebook allow us to maintain contact with large numbers of people across the globe but they lack interactivity, which I believe is essential for connection with people. Facebook allows you to leave comments and reminders for friends but it is almost impossible to be in conversation or to connect in a meaningful way via AIM or Facebook. It is possible to express feeling in writing email like regular mail, but that is only one-sided. You can’t find that special interpersonal relationship online that you can in person. There are hindrances of expression, body language, and tone of voice that simply cannot be translated through the Internet.
Computers and the Internet have been referred to as valuable tools for education, giving people access to a wealth of information and many new ways to learn. Computers take time away from valuable activities based in the real world.  University of Munich studies claim that students who frequently use computers do worse academically than students who rarely use them. In addition to presenting students with virtual substitutes for reality, computers cause people to have “deadened, alienated, and manipulative relationships with the world, that people’s increasingly pervasive use of computers jeopardizes their ability to belong fully to human and biological communities — ultimately jeopardizing the communities themselves.”
 
Computers, in some cases, become an addiction rather than a tool for learning. They are used to escape reality. They can interfere with your family life and can be mentally unhealthy if used too much. People must be careful while being on the Internet because many homes have been ruined by the Internet. For example, kids who talk to strangers over the Internet have met up with these strangers and ended up getting hurt or evened worse, killed. The internet can really be a dangerous place. Even though computers cause isolation, they even cause danger. 
With technology’s new and important role in communication, there are an increasing number of people who are concerned about the increase in social isolation.  The picture of a person sitting in their house all day staring at a computer screen is unhealthy and disturbing.  Psychologists are concerned that increases in Internet use will cause declines in normal levels of social involvement.  There have been tests done to prove that there is a correlation between the Internet, depression and weak social ties. 
In a study done by HomeNet, a field trial at Carnegie Mellon University whose purpose is to understand people’s use of the internet at home, ninety-three families from eight diverse neighborhoods in Pittsburgh were given internet access, a free phone line, and computer software in exchange for permission to automatically track their internet usage and services. They were also given questionnaires every now and again.  From this experiment, strong evidence was collected and used to support the notion that the internet causes declines in social participation and psychological wellness.  However, HomeNet takes into account that this correlation still weighs heavily upon each person, their social ties, and their background. There are numerous variables that have to be considered.  Dr. Dale says, “quite frankly, with the exception of extremes, I think it is too hard to say whether a child is on the computer too much or too little, there is no exact line that you can draw.  All I know is that when technology of any kind takes a child away from parental interaction, it is not healthy and needs to be changed.”
 
Bob Affonso from the University of Nevada, recommends a way of reducing that possibility.  He says, “parents can limit and monitor their children’s use while encouraging family interaction by putting the computer in the living room, rather than the basement or a child’s room.” The theory that social isolation is caused by computer overuse should be taken seriously. Caution should be taken especially with children who might have, what some psychologists call, “Internet Addiction Disorder.”

  There is no formula that will detect whether a child is suffering social isolation or not, which makes it more important for parents to reduce their children’s computer use and inspire interaction with friends and family members. From an online article, Professor Abras agrees that the research on this can be alarming but she also says that it is a case-by-case basis.  She also states that “as research on this topic continues, more commentators are discovering that the internet is not as severe as they thought and not so much noticed as the great isolator.”

Conclusion

If children are educated the correct way about Internet usage, and the time they spend online is regulated, the chances of an addiction developing or complete isolation occurring lessens.  The Internet has definitely come a long way from its humble beginnings in small university networks and government offices to servers of every size spanning the entire planet. Nowadays, the Internet can be accessed from virtually anywhere in the world. You can download songs from your desktop at home, read the news on your laptop at the park via the local wi-fi hotspot, or search for a nearby restaurant right from your phone. Mobile devices have brought the Internet closer into our lives than ever before, allowing us to access the largest source of information in history from anywhere, at any time. Such a feat is surely considered a great technological advancement, but its disadvantages are felt all around the globe. While once the Internet was only accessible from home or work, it can now be accessed when going out, having dinner, seeing a movie, and spending time with family and friends, which some people simply cannot resist.
Although the Internet has brought communications a step forward, it has certainly changed social interaction for the better, and the worse. There are only so many hours in a day, and if some of them are devoted to surfing the web, they are taken away from real interaction with people. On the other hand, the web allows us to chat more quickly and less personally with individuals who we wouldn’t otherwise be in touch with like that old high school friend or distant cousin. According to an online article, “If communication dominates Internet use for a majority of its users, there is good reason to expect that the Internet will have a positive social impact, both in terms of its users’ social integration in a network of family, friends and community and the benefits that flow from this integration. However, there is controversy in the research literature about whether use of the Internet increases or decreases users’ social participation and the psychological and health benefits people generally receive from this participation. Some optimistic reports claim that using the Internet leads to the emergence of a new social circle… and the development of deep and long-lasting social relationships on-line… and that it augments involvement in existing communities by providing new social spaces for communication.”
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