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1 Introduction 

We spend most of our lives adapting to the social norms of our societies. Body 

language, verbal cues, and other social signals provide significant feedback in 

our attempts to fit in socially. We piece these together to form a model for 

what kinds of behavior are acceptable in different situations. As computer 

mediated communication became an important way of interacting with 

people, it also became important to develop and learn a whole new set of 

social norms to facilitate effective communication. The details of these norms 

and the ways in which they are created and transferred are an important 

way to characterize a society. 

 To order to understand how different technical systems and social 

environments affect these social mechanisms, we studied two schools in the 

Boston area – Wellesley College and Olin College. Both schools make 

extensive use of online communication tools to facilitate both academic work 

and social life. To focus our efforts, we studied one popular communication 

channel at each institution. Using ethnographic methods, we attempted to 

understand how people use online communication, what the social norms are, 

how such norms were created, and how they are transferred to new members 

of the community. Our research revealed important differences in attitudes of 

informants from both schools and the issues that have developed in both 

communities. 

1.1 Institutional Backgrounds 

Wellesley is a highly selective women’s undergraduate liberal arts college. 

Wellesley’s 2,300 students come from a variety of national and ethnic 

backgrounds, with as many as 42% of the Class of 2006 claiming to be 

“ethnically diverse.” Wellesley is a largely residential school with no graduate 

program. 
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 Franklin W. Olin College of Engineering is a nearby co-educational 

school. Olin opened in the fall of 2002, and the school’s first class will 

graduate in 2006. Its 219 students also come from a variety of backgrounds 

as we observed at our visit, although no statistics are readily available to 

back up this generalization. Nevertheless, Olin is a diverse group of students, 

particularly when one considers their small size. All but one of Olin’s 

students lives on campus. All Olin students are studying towards an 

engineering degree and are fully supported by a tuition scholarship from the 

College. 

1.2 Methodology 

To understand how Wellesley dealt with the challenges of online 

communication, we conducted on-site interviews. We interviewed 10 students 

in small groups (2-5) in Wellesley dining halls at dinner time on a weeknight. 

Interviews lasted from 10 to 25 minutes. We also interviewed one faculty 

member actively involved in electronic communication at Wellesley, as well 

as two Wellesley seniors that are very active on the public conferences at 

Wellesley.  

 To standardize research between the two colleges, informants at Olin 

were also interviewed in a dining hall on a week night. However, Olin’s 

smaller student body made it difficult to repeat the same interview 

procedure. Olin has only one dining hall that students tend to sit together at 

one large table. Thus we conducted one large, hour and half question session 

with twelve informants. In retrospect, this may have narrowed the plausible 

variety of answers students had been interviewed individually. No faculty 

members were interviewed at Olin, as they do not participate in student 

mailing lists. 

 We also had access to Wellesley and Olin’s electronic communication 

systems for the duration of the study. We observed how each system is used 
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by students. Quantitative data were not collected, and general qualitative 

observations are discussed later. 

2 Wellesley 

2.1 Technology Background 

Wellesley uses software called FirstClass for its campus-wide electronic 

communication. FirstClass is an email program that includes an extensive 

conference system. These conferences behave like digital bulletin boards. 

Users can post email messages, including attachments, for others to see. 

These bulletin boards are a flexible tool that Wellesley employs for a wide 

range of activities. Conferences are automatically created for each academic 

course, and may bee used in a variety of ways. Professors sometimes require 

discussion of class material on the course conference. It is also easy to post 

course syllabi, readings, and other course material. Students may also use 

course conferences to coordinate study groups and post questions about 

assignments. There are also mechanisms that allow non-academic 

conferences. There are club conferences, sports team conferences and, 

different hobby conferences. Such software is available to all Wellesley 

College members. 

 An older, VMS based system named Sally was phased out and 

FirstClass was introduced five and half years ago. Sally offered similar 

conference features, but had a limit on the number of total conferences. 

Conferences are used in a variety of ways. Professors sometimes require 

discussion of class material on the course conference. It’s also easy to post 

digital copies of syllabi, readings, and other course announcements. Students 

use course conferences to coordinate study groups and ask questions about 

assignments. Students can also create their own non-academic conferences. 

 Our observations at Wellesley focused on one particular conference – 

the open Community conference. The vast majority of the posts come from 
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Wellesley’s students, but any member of the community can post. It is 

difficult to gauge faculty and staff involvement, but there is some evidence 

that a large number of faculty members read Community but do not post to 

it. A similar bulletin board existed in the previous Sally system, so 

Community was not Wellesley’s first experience with a school-wide 

conference. None of the people we interviewed had personal experience with 

Sally, but it is likely that some of the social rules and structure that evolved 

on Sally formed the foundation of the social norms on FirstClass’ Community 

conference. 

2.2 Community Conference Usage Patterns 

All informants reported reading the Community conference at least 

occasionally. Students had a variety of reasons for reading it, including: 

• Procrastination 

• Post their ideas and read about the ideas of others 

• Find how about events happening around campus 

• Give and receive advice 

• Following the news beyond Wellesley 

• Entertainment 

• Relieve stress through recreational threads (hot guy threads, favorite 

books/movies posts, etc) 

Only a few students we interviewed posted to Community, but those who did 

responded only to non-confrontational discussions or to get advice. Most 

students said that their involvement with Community comes and goes in 

phases, usually tied to how much procrastinating they plan on doing. Most 

informants mentioned that they realized that Community is not a 

“representative slice of the Wellesley student body.” 

 In general, many more people read Community than post to it. One 

student estimated that only twenty people post seriously to Community. 
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Another more frequent poster estimated that one fourth of students were 

somewhat involved in posting, while half the students reading frequently. 

 Faculty use is more difficult to gauge. The only faculty member we 

interviewed said he tended to use it to get an idea about what students were 

thinking about. He also recognized that Community is a n imperfect 

representation of the student body. He posted occasionally, but was always 

apprehensive about being misinterpreted and scaring students off from his 

classes. He felt that most of the 155 faculty read the Community conference, 

though few post regularly. 

2.3 Social Norms on Community 

Every student told us that all subject matter is appropriate for Community. 

When asked directly if they could think of something they would feel 

uncomfortable posting on Community, most struggled to name a single topic 

that would be out of bounds. The consensus is that Community is an 

appropriate forum for all topics This freedom is reserved only for content –  

not behavior.  When asked about specific kind of content, however, it became 

clearer that there were some boundaries and social norms about what one 

could post. For example, one student reported that she wouldn’t post 

something directly about sex, but that there was another conference where 

she would feel more comfortable doing that. When asking online about lost 

and found items, another student said that she would not post such messages 

on Community but would use the Lost and Found conference. Occasionally 

the Community conference is used for questions about restaurants, but some 

students said they would use the “Foodies” conference for that instead. 

Similarly, buying/selling is conducted on its own conference. Thus, the 

freedom or post any material on Community is outweighed by the common 

sense for remembering to post on the appropriate conference.  

 The separation of different topics is not strongly enforced on the 

Community conference. If someone posts something that would be more 
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appropriate for Foodies on Community, only very rarely will a response 

suggest that it really should be in a different conference. For example, a 

question like this: 

I made kheer.  I know it's not strictly supposed to be 
"rice pudding" but I got the impression that it should 
end up somewhat pudding-like.  Mine looks like 
slightly thickened flavored milk.  What should it have 
turned out like? 

was posted to Community and generated six responses, none of which 

mentioned the Foodies conference. It’s possible that private email messages 

were sent about alternative conference options, but informants thought that 

kind of behavior was very rare. Thus, some students are aware of specific 

conference alternatives to posting to Community, but there isn’t significant 

public response to people who post material that would fit better elsewhere. 

 Beyond the discussion of messages that are appropriate or 

inappropriate, most of the students interviewed felt strongly about a 

message’s tone. One student said that most behavior is okay, barring “one 

girl posting her problems with another girl”. In her mind, acting out public 

feuds was not what Community was for. Other students specifically 

mentioned “personal attacks” as a way to gauge what kinds of tones were 

acceptable. Another brought up “name-calling,” and suggested that posters 

should avoid  “[hurting] other people’s feelings.” All of our informants brought 

this up in one way or another, and though there is disagreement about 

exactly how to tell when the line is crossed, everyone seemed to agree that 

posters should aspire to not offending others. 

2.4 Social Norm Transfer at Wellesley 

 There are a variety of informal ways in which rules about electronic 

communication are passed on. Wellesley first-year students are paired with 

upperclasswomen in the First Year Mentor (FYM) program. This program 

offers new students a resource for understanding the Wellesley community 

and help acclimates them to college. Some informants reported talking with 
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their FYM about Community and what was or wasn’t acceptable to post 

about. One junior recalled her FYM specifically warning her to “beware what 

you post… it might be people’s first impression of you.” The same student 

also recalled seeing some sort of netiquette document describing appropriate 

behavior, though none of the other students that were interviewed brought 

up that document. The faculty member interviewed happened to be involved 

in the process of revising the Netiquette document, but because so few 

students were aware of it, official documents play will likely not play a role in 

communicating social norms. 

 It seemed that the majority of communication about social norms on 

Community took place informally. When we asked students directly about 

how they learned what was appropriate on Community, few of the students 

pinpointed any specific mechanism. Most students mentioned something 

about learning appropriate content by reading posts and watching the kinds 

of replies they received. This is a luxury that users of online communication 

systems – users “may lurk”; they can read posts without having to actively 

participate in a discussion.  

 This mode is augmented by informal social reinforcement. When asked 

specifically if they talked about Community posts amongst their friends, most 

students said they did. This happened only for particularly funny, surprising, 

or passionate threads on Community. One student reported that while she 

did not read Community of her own accord, her boss (a staff member) would 

often recommend threads she thought were worth reading, and sharing her 

own feelings about the thread. Many other students reported similar 

behavior amongst their friends. Some students had a friend that was 

particularly active on Community, and was known for passing along content 

that would be interesting to her friends. 

 This commentary on posts is the most powerful way in which rules are 

passed on. For the majority of students who are not actively involved in 

posting themselves, having examples presented by their friends is hugely 
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important in building a personal model of acceptable and unacceptable 

content. This back channel plays a similar role to that of gossip in non-

electronic social behavior. Gossip typically has negative connotations, but 

talking about other people’s behavior is an important way to build a personal 

understanding of what is acceptable behavior. Adding this social commentary 

to an individual’s observations about behaviors on the Community conference 

provides the most comprehensive and accurate picture of how to behave on 

the conference. 

2.5 Norm Formation 

 There is very little explicit conversation on the Community conference 

about whether a post is or is not acceptable. As mentioned earlier, students 

pay much more attention to how things are said, rather than the content. It 

was especially interesting the extent to which students took the rules for 

granted. No one offered any opinions about liking or disliking the current 

organization. During the duration of the project, we had only one 

conversation about rules, and it revolved around the details of Wellesley’s 

Acceptable Use Policy, not social norms. 

 Rule formation appears now to be in the domain of committees. The 

faculty member interviewed is personally involved in revising the Netiquette 

document describing acceptable behavior online. It is doubtful that this 

document would have any effect, but it is noteworthy as a representation of 

the faculty and administration’s ideas about how Community and other 

conferences should be used for communication. 

 We believe that FirstClass has reached a steady state in its 

development. When Wellesley switched from Sally to FirstClass, it became 

possible to have an almost unlimited number of Conferences. After this 

change in systems, it is likely that more explicit discussion about the 

organization of conferences took place. Now, students take the system’s 
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organization for granted and it seems that discussion about these norms 

hasn’t taken place in recent memory. 

3 Olin 

3.1 Technology Background 

Olin uses software called Mailman to handle its campus-wide electronic 

communication. Mailman is a Web-based list manager that allows list owners 

to create and modify lists for subscribers. Any subscriber can submit a 

message to the list (which has its own email address) which will be forwarded 

to all other subscribers. Each post includes the note, time, and the 

subscriber’s name.  

 Mailman is the first online major, non-email communication system 

employed by Olin College. By the time it was introduced in Springspring 

2003, community message systems had made advancements beyond Sally’s 

VMS systems. Olin’s Mailman server has approximately one hundred public 

lists that students and outsiders may subscribe to. 

Currently, there is no Mailman list with as much traffic as Wellesley’s most 

popular conferences. 

 We focused on Carpediem, the most popular mailing list at Olin. 

Carpediem was established after an April 2004 following a student 

suggestion for a school-wide conference on how enrich the lives of Olin 

students. The original motivation behind Carpediem was to make an online 

space for “mass emailing regarding spontaneous or planned social events” 

voluntarily available to all students. There is no official description for 

Carpediem available to the list’s subscribers, and thus this guideline is open 

to interpretation by users. The above quotation represents the single 

foundation upon which Carpediem was originally constructed.   
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3.2 Carpediem Usage Patterns 

All informants reported reading Carpediem mailing list on a daily basis. 

Students had only one reason for reading Carpediem: to find out about social 

events taking place on campus. Olin informants indicated there is a high 

level of involvement on Carpediem. Students post according to their desires 

to advertise a personal or public gathering, and thus activity levels vary from 

week to week. There are both seasonal cycles and academic cycles, 

determined by how busy students are with work. 

 Posting is an activity done by some individuals more than others. Of 

Olin’s 220 students, informants estimated than more than three quarters of 

students have subscribed to the Carpediem list at some point. The recent 

creation of alternate lists has resulted in a drop in messages and subscribers. 

The current traffic on Carpediem is four to six daily posts and over one 

hundred posts in an average academic month. All of our informants revealed 

to us that they typically kept up with Carpediem’s messages on a daily basis. 

3.3 Social Norms on Carpediem 

 Separation of appropriate Carpediem material from inappropriate 

material was at the forefront of informants’ minds. Inappropriate messages 

are not synonymous with tasteless messages. Instead, they may be 

characterized as random topics of interests, inappropriate advertisements, 

and requests for different items or tasks. 

For example, 

[He] is getting back to Boston tomorrow (Saturday) 
between 9:30 and 10 a.m. He's taking the T to Eliot 
Station, so if someone with a car could pick him up, 
that'd be great. Let me know asap, please. Thanks! 

would not be generally considered to be appropriate for Carpediem. This 

particular post received two messages questioning the validity of its place on 

the mailing list. Thus, there are clear concerns among users about what 

material is appropriate and significant public response, whether positive or 
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negative, is evident. Not all informants expressed personal frustration with 

other people posting inappropriate material. Many informants thought that 

other people cared much more about it than any of the informants seemed to. 

Tone was an equally important factor in messages at Olin. All students were 

concerned about the level of respect in some posts on Carpediem. Students we 

observed online repeatedly brought up Olin’s Honor Code, and its “respect for 

others” clause. Many informants felt that this important clause had been 

forgotten. Some students felt that posters had forgotten to respect their time 

by posting inappropriate material, and other were concerned that other 

people who were “out of line with their attacks on students.” A clear line 

existed in each individual’s mind as to what kinds of behavior were 

discourteous – this was clearly a topic that most informants had thought 

about before. 

3.4 Social Norm Transfer 

Because Carpediem is new and run by students, there are no formal rules 

passed down by authority figures. When we asked students directly about 

how they learned what was appropriate on Community, they referred to 

recent posts about inappropriate behavior. Many students recalled both 

recent and less recent tensions that resulted from posting ‘inappropriate’ 

topics to the mailing list. Each time a potentially inappropriate topic is 

posted, students typically will express their concerns. One particular student, 

“John,” has taken it upon himself to guard the mailing list from misuse. After 

two to three undesired posts, he emails the list and reiterates the purpose of 

the list. Occasionally, he includes cutting remarks made against the 

perpetrator(s), for example calling their message “obnoxious.” There is also 

some evidence that he will email specific people about emails they have sent 

to the list more frequently than he emails the entire list about it. He acts as a 

control against misusing the mailing list with varying degrees of success. 

Thus, students easily identified him and others like him as a main deterrent 
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to posting material that did not pertain to other students. Some informants 

reported that they found his behavior extremely disrespectful and 

inappropriate. His vigilante actions may be the imposition of his viewpoint of 

how Carpediem should be used. One student noted that after John’s posts she 

was “more upset by criticism than the rules being broken.” There is also not 

clear consensus about whether or not the rules are actually important. Some 

students, like John, feel strongly that they are vital, but most students 

interviewed said they didn’t care that much if the rules were enforced or not. 

Thus, controversy emerged as a direct result of breaking the rules, not about 

provocative discussion of issues. 

 Unlike Community, Carpediem is a tool for finding events happening 

nearby or on campus, not what students are thinking about. When 

controversy emerged over the appropriateness of a topic posted, our 

informants were divided. Some were willing to approach the perpetrator face 

to face or online, while others chose not to address or become involved with 

such issues. The informant’s reaction to tension reflects their personality 

offline and thus cannot be generalized. Furthermore, some arguments took 

place not just about breaking the rules, but also over the importance of 

whether or not the rules were actually necessary. 

 Olin informants mentioned learning appropriate content by reading 

posts and watching how people reacted to certain topics.  Many informants 

were cautious about posting to Carpediem as they feared breaking implicit 

social rules. The frequent explicit reminders that followed inappropriate 

emails served as guides for what acceptable content is, though some students 

still didn’t completely understand which posts would cause angry responses. 

Some students have gone so far as to send out itemized lists indicating which 

kinds of content are appropriate and which are not. This helps build a clear 

idea amongst potential posters of what is considered acceptable by the more 

vocal members of the community. 
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3.5 Norm Formation 

On Carpediem, explicit conversation about rules is generated by 

inappropriate posts. After such material was posted, conversations or 

reiteration of rules soon takes  place. This tended to happen about once a 

month. Olin informants are very aware of issues faced by their online system 

and offered many opinions on the current state of this system.  

 While Wellesley has a static online system, Olin is in the midst of 

dynamic changes. There are over one hundred mailing lists, some of which 

have been set up in the last month. New mailing lists like “Randomness” and 

“Helpme” were established as a result from tension on Carpediem and are 

designed to be outlets for material that is perceived to be inappropriate for 

Carpediem. Wikis, a collaborative hypertext environment that may be used 

students to communicate online, have also been established as a useful forum 

for organizational activities that are inappropriate on an email list. Olin’s 

wiki provides some of the functionality of FirstClass conferences, and makes 

it possible to do more than just announce events. Users may get the day’s 

worth of posting in one email, although this is less useful as messages are 

received as much as a day late, and may miss time-sensitive events. It 

appears that these alternative systems for communicating content that is 

perceived to be inappropriate for Carpediem are starting to reduce the 

tension about rules. 

 Committees were not involved in the designing rules to govern 

Carpediem, as it is an unofficial system. Instead, Carpediem has evolved 

thanks to the ideas and actions of students. This is likely due to the Olin 

Honor Code’s “do something” clause. The rules for Carpediem formed within 

the last year through discussion, and took place in the midst of continual 

change. 
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4 Conclusion 

There are many insights to be gained from our study of Wellesley and Olin’s 

electronic systems. One important problem is the manner by which social 

norms about online communication are established. There are many 

organizations in which face to face communications are augmented by 

extensive electronic communication. In these organizations, the real-life 

channels for social reinforcement that occur at Wellesley and Olin are likely 

to exist as well. Wellesley’s formal and informal mechanisms for transferring 

norms are probably common among other academic institutions that share 

the challenge of teaching many new students the norms each year. In this 

way, some of our lessons learned about Wellesley and Olin apply to other 

academic institutions. 

 The details of the kinds of norms that have developed at Wellesley and 

Olin are specific to the individual school, their technology, and the historical 

and demographic contexts in which the norms evolved. It is clear from our 

comparison between Olin and Wellesley that only general feature of online 

norms that is transferable is the separation of content. At Olin, Carpediem 

users choose to actively enforce rules about putting different content in 

different places, while at Wellesley their online system organizes specific 

kinds of content into different conferences as at Wellesley. This makes it 

easier to read only content that each user is particularly interested in. It is 

likely that many large schools have similar pressures to segregate content, 

though as we’ve seen in our comparisons, the drive to actively enforce the 

separation depends on the culture of the school. 

 Similarities exist between both school’s electronic communication 

systems. Olin and FirstClass strictly enforce authentic users by tagging 

messages with the user’s real names. This is different than many other non-

academic online communities where identities are neither static nor 

persistent. Wellesley is also unique since everyone is co-located, and there are 
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easy to use tools for mapping online names to pictures. At Olin, this system 

would be redundant as students can generally recognize all of their peers by 

name. Regardless of whether a face is recognized online or offline, a strong 

link between an individual’s behavior online and offline exists at both 

institutions, which fosters user responsibility. Having all of these elements is 

important – in large multi-site organizations, even when identities are 

guaranteed to be authenticate, it is still difficult to match behavior online 

with real individuals. Thus our conclusions cannot be stretched too far. 

Without the elements expressed above, very different social norms will be 

developed. Still, many academic institutions share these features, have 

similarly technically literate users, and thus are likely have similar 

mechanics for passing along social norms in electronic communication. 

 Also unique to Olin and Wellesley is the particular concern about the 

way things are said. Wellesley has a particularly socially conscious and 

intellectual culture. As a result, Wellesley students’ broad concern about 

offensive content is not something that most organizations will share. A large 

part of the major Community discussions involves discussing whether or not 

something should be considered offensive. At Olin, the honor code and small 

size push people to try and make a difference, which usually involves some 

amount of criticism of other’s behavior. It’s easy for this to come across the 

wrong way, creating arguments about tone. Thus the honor code pushes 

people to strive to be respectful, but continually puts them in situations in 

which it’s easy to appear disrespectful. This dynamic is largely specific to 

Olin’s historical and attitudes, and probably doesn’t exist elsewhere. 


