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to present themselves online, let others know better
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identities - it is a virtual place where people can

created a paradox of connection and loneliness. On

present themselves in various ways and influence oth·
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friends, broadens social circles and gain social sup
port. As Marshall Mcluhan (1962) explained in his
work, the world is more like a "global village" con·
nected by the Internet. The Internet helps shorten the
physical distance between people and connect the
people all around the world. Online social networking
sites and virtual chat are also essential ways for peo
ple to gain social support. Social support can be seen
as a source from which people receive care and com
passion, material or behavioral assistance, guidance
and advice, as long as evaluations. Social support
plays an important role in reducing an individual's
stress level, regulating an individual's mood, and pro
viding individuals with sufficient support. A study
done by Leimeister, Schweizer, and Kracmar (2008)
found that virtual communities and relationships
helped meet patient's social needs and offered emo
tional support; further, the information passed by vir·
tual communities was of great importance in helping
patients cope with illness.
Nevertheless, too much reliance on online social
interaction can increase people's loneliness. Loneli·
ness is a sense of deprivation in one's social relation
ships (Murphy & Kupshik, 1992). According to Moore
and Schultz's study (1983), lonely adolescents with
little social support in real life are less confident of
their performances in face-to-face interactions and
prefer communicating with people online to gain emo
tional support and build caring companionships.
From one side, interacting with others online, making
friends, and sharing interests may be a good way for
lonely adolescents to gain the emotional and social
support that they cannot get in real life in order to ful·
fill their psychological needs. Previous research also
found lonely individuals preferred online interaction
to face-to-face interaction more than non-lonely indi·
viduals, and this may due to the fluidity of online
identities and anonymity in online interaction (Leung,
2011). Lonely individuals can build online identities
that are difficult to achieve in real life; they also per
ceive online communication as the "Prozac of social
communication" (Morahan-Martin & Schumacher,
2000, p.20), which makes them feel "safe" and brings
less stress than face·to·face communication (Caplan,
2003; Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 2000). How
ever, Kim (2009) found that the strong and excessive
Internet use of lonely individuals could lead to nega
tive life outcomes, such as harming others, and there
fore, isolate them from healthy social activities and
increase their loneliness. The findings suggest, even
though online virtual communication temporarily ful·
fills individuals' social needs, it cannot teach people

social skills, such as how to act and communicate
with others in offline social occasions. Man is a social
animal who needs to communicate with others. lso·
lation from other people may have several long-term
effects on individuals, such as decreasing communi·
cation ability, and increasing depression, social·anxi·
ety and inappropriate social behaviours. Moreover,
too much dependence on online social interaction
and the avoidance of offline social interaction can dis·
turb one's normal daily social activities and relation·
ships with others. The individual who keeps texting,
messaging online, refuses to talk with or maintain a
relationship with one's parents or peers, risks dam
aging existing relationships, and causing more family
conflict, bullying, and isolation (Leung, 2011). lnad·
equate family warmth and lack of friends are associ·
ated with increased loneliness and more severe
individual addiction to the Internet (Caplan, 2003).
In addition, the quality and context of online com
munication or virtual talk are quite different from real
life social interactions and may not fulfill the emo
tional needs of human beings. According to Harris
and Sherblom (2005), synchronicity, media richness
and social presence available through the medium
are three key factors that shape the interactions that
occur. Synchronicity can be defined as the ability of
interactions to occur in real time (Harris & Sherblom,
2005). Media richness can be understood as the
number of details the medium carries about the
members of the group. Face·to·face communication
is very high in media richness (e.g. words, voice, and
gestures), whereas telephone conversation is not as
rich (e.g. words and voice), and text-based conversa·
tion is very lean on detail (i.e. only words). Social
presence requires the medium to form emotional con
nections between members (McArthur, 2009). Those
three factors can be understood as qualitative ele·
ments that measure the quality of an interaction. Re
garding these three elements, the quality of online
social interactions is challenged. Online social inter
actions often occur with delay, lack media richness
(most are text-based), and seldom build emotional
connections between the conversation members. Ad·
ditional information (e.g., eye contact, body language,
and facial expression) also plays an important role in
interpersonal communication. It helps people express
their emotions and show concern towards others
more authentically and fully. For example, smiling as
a form of non-verbal communication can be a way of
showing friendliness and has positive effects on oth·
ers (Ekman, Davidson, & Friesen, 1990; Ekman &
Friesen, 1982; Ekman, Friesen, & Ancoli, 1980). This
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non-verbal information is essential in building a

Ekman, P., Friesen, W. V., & Ancoli, S. (1980). Facial signs

friendly and harmonious conversation environment.

of emotional experience. Journal of Personality and

However, online conversation lacks these elements.

Social Psychology, 39, 1125-1134.

Online interaction cannot provide as much emotional
response, intimacy, and compassion as in face-to-face
communication. For example, if one goes out with
friends, one can enjoy the care and intimacy through
eye-to-eye contact, gestures and feeling of being
needed. This largely fulfills one's emotional needs and
decreases loneliness.
In conclusion, the development of the Internet and

Harris, T. E., & Sherblom, J. C. (2005). Small group and
team communication (3rd ed.). Boston: Pearson

Kim, J., LaRose, R., & Peng, W. (2009). Loneliness as the
cause and the effect of problematic Internet use:
The relationship between Internet use and psycho·
logical well·being. CyberPsychology& Behavior,
12(4), 451-454. doi: 10.1089/cpb.2008.0327
Leimeister, J. M., Schweizer, K., Leimeister, S., & Krcmar,

H. (2008). Do virtual communities matter tor the so·

social networking sites has facilitated social interac·

cial support of patients? : Antecedents and effects

tions, provided places for self-presentations and kept

of virtual relationships in online communities. Infor

people in touch with their friends. However, it has also

mation Technology& People, 21(4), 350-374.

brought some problems, such as the split between
online and offline identities, loneliness and low-qual·
ity social interactions. In the future, with the develop
ment of new technology, the ways for people to
interact and communicate with each other will be·
come more and more diverse. Whether digital com
munications can replace face·to-face conversations,
meet people's emotional needs, and benefit people's
psychological well-being is still in question.
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