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1. Introduction: The need of contextualization 
 

Communication through verbal, visual or multimodal stimuli entails a process of 

contextualization that turns coded inputs (e.g. an utterance, a picture, a video sequence) into 

meaningful interpretations. These interpretations will, in the case of successful outcomes, 

match the addresser’s intended interpretations. Within cognitive pragmatics and, specifically, 

within relevance theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1995) it is claimed that what is coded necessarily 

underdetermines what is intended (and hence what is interpreted). In other words, there is 

always a gap of meaning that has to be filled by using inferential strategies. By adding 

contextual information, addressees can turn the coded input into inferred relevant 

interpretations. 

 This inferential procedure is typical of face-to-face communication, but is also at 

work in the processing of written discourses such as novels, and also in the processing of all 

the information that is available on the Internet. Consider the following dialogues from the 

social networking site Facebook:
1
 

 

(1) User A: The sooner we talk... :) 

 User B: ?? 

 User A: book... 

 User B: Ah! YES, AT LAST! :-D Thanks God. A relief, isn’t it? Kisses. 

 User A: It is indeed. One less thing :) Kisses. 

 (January 18th, 2012) 

 

(2) User A needs vacations 

 User B: already???? 

 User B: Do we have MD in FB already? 

 User A: The thing is... this week I feel very tired!! I just need one tiny day... juuuuust 

one 

 User A: I Invited her, but she hasn’t accepted yet 

 User B: Well... I am going to invite her right now!!!! 

 User B: Ups! There are several of them... Which name did you type? 

 User A: Will MD join some day? This is like Matrix, one never knows... 

 (January 18th, 2012) 

 

(3) User A: how good how good how gooooooooood 

User B: With this sub-sentential utterance I didn’t get a thing hahaha There’s need of 

contextual support hahaha kisses 

                                                 
1. I would like to thank my Facebook friends for granting me permission to reproduce conversations placed in 

their walls. 
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 User C: Me not understand 

 User D: Please, repeat more slowly 

 User A: What’s with you!!! :-) The context is today... The Three Wise Men !!!!! 

 User D: Ah, with these utterances one can’t understand a thing... 

 User C: You’ll surely get lots of presents because you were very nice !!!!! :-) 

 (January 5th, 2012) 

 

In (1), user A’s utterance generates puzzlement in user B, since he is unable to contextualize 

it properly. Therefore, A has to explain, in a subsequent utterance, what she meant initially. 

In (2), user A’s initial utterance is easy to understand, but user B’s second utterance (“Do we 

have MD in FB already”) is not, since it demands from the reader some reference assignment 

that is not accessible to any user, but only to those engaged in the conversation (and previous 

ones), thus generating shared background knowledge. Some knowledge on the film The 

Matrix is also needed for successful interpretation at the end of this conversation. Finally, in 

(3), user A’s initial utterance is sub-sentential, leaving much information non-coded, and the 

other users have to supply this information by themselves while interpreting the utterance. 

This is why they complain that the utterance makes no sense without an appropriate context. 

Finally, user A is forced to being more explicit about her underlying intentions with the 

utterance. 

 The need of contextualization is even more noticeable in utterances sent to social 

networking sites from mobile devices. In this case, users tend to make comments “on the fly,” 

expecting others to join the outburst of words that lack proper contextualization and thus they 

generate puzzlement in the readers, as in (4a-c), in a similar way to what occurs in the micro-

blogging Twitter: 

 

(4) a. Why is there so much traffic today?? :s (January 14th, 2012) 

 b. What goes up must come down (January 14th, 2012). 

 c. Wednesday is T day, hahaha (January 14th, 2012). 

 

Besides, contextualization is not only important at a purely discursive level, but also at a 

social level. Contextualization helps interlocutors frame utterances in their social and 

collective environment, and aids people in shaping their identities, their position in the world 

and the state of their networks of friends and acquaintances. In fact, while interpreting 

utterances, a system of the brain is engaged in obtaining social information that leaks from 

these interpretations. In this sense, Escandell-Vidal (2004) makes an interesting proposal of 

how purely inferential and social issues (in terms of principles and norms respectively) can be 

combined in the explanation of human cognition. The former relies on the inferential faculty 

of the human mind, specifically designed to react to intentionally communicated stimuli and 

weigh their relevance against contextual information. The latter has a long-term and a short-

term task. The short-term one analyses and categorises in-coming information, and the long-

term task builds up and updates socially accepted behaviour. Despite the heterogeneous 

quality of people’s encyclopaedic storage, we can predict that some of these representations 

will remain relatively stable in the minds of all the people living in a certain social 

environment, thus acquiring a cultural or collective quality. 

 This chapter is devoted to how the processing of different types of discourses (verbal 

utterances, visual images...) plays a part in the Internet user’s identity shaping in its 

individual (i.e. the self), interactive and collective varieties. For that purpose, two 
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environments for social interaction on the Internet will be analysed: social networking sites 

(e.g. Facebook, henceforth SNSs) and virtual worlds (e.g. Second Life, henceforth VWs). 

 

2. Discourse and identity. Internet and identity 
 

Identity “refers to the ways in which individuals and collectivities are distinguished from 

other individuals and collectivities in their social relations” (Jenkins, 1996, quoted in 

Georgalou, 2010: 42). This definition entails that communication and the positioning of the 

self through interactions play a vital part in identity shaping in physical scenarios. And the 

same applies to Internet environments. 

 In previous research (e.g. Yus, 2001, 2002), the discursive source of identity shaping 

was analysed, together with the parallelisms or differences when this shaping takes place on 

the Net, in an schema of triangles. Identity shaping in physical scenarios was represented as 

an inverted triangle. At the wide top area of the triangle we can place the discursive features 

of macro-social quality assumed (and often inherited) by the individual such as race, sex, 

nationality or specific speech community membership. In the middle part of the triangle we 

can locate social groups whose membership the individual chooses and which are often 

linked to inherent jargons that mark frontiers of discursive specificity. Finally, at the narrow 

bottom part of the triangle we can find the individual as a unique holder of personal identity 

(the self) whose discursive features, shaped as a unique idiolect, differentiate this individual 

from the others. 

 This three-fold representation of discursive identity as layers in an inverted triangle is 

re-inverted, as it were, on the Internet, since the initial wide area at the top of the triangle, 

made up of macro-social aspects of discursive identity, undergoes a process of minimization 

or fragmentation due to the users’ ability to interact with other users who belong to speech 

communities that are geographically and culturally distant. This world-wide interaction may 

dilute the markers of macro-social discursive identity, while other important macro-social 

(and inherited) attributes such as the user’s sex or race simply disappear in text-based virtual 

interactions. Besides, the former middle layer of the inverted triangle in offline sources of 

identity would be similar to that of offline groups, but on the Internet these would be replaced 

with virtual alternatives such as newsgroups, online forums or e-mail distribution lists. But 

these virtual groups shape, in a similar way, the user’s identity by means of a set of tight 

intra-group markers of discursive identity. Finally, the former bottom vertex of the inverted 

triangle that represents the person’s identity (self) shaped as a unique idiolect would suffer a 

process of multiplication and/or fragmentation on the Internet due to the possibility of 

forming multiple virtual identities that are added to the physical identity, overlap with it or 

even replace it in extreme cases. 

 More recent research (Yus 2007, 2010, 2011) acknowledges the fact that this picture 

of discursive sources of identity as triangles clashes with today’s tendency to hybridization of 

personal networks in physical and virtual settings and with the user as a node in his/her 

intersecting networks. Therefore, it would not be a picture of “either” physical “or” virtual 

sources of identity, as can be deduced from two triangles that do not touch, but a picture of 

several sources of identity that get mixed and imbricated in a time when the dividing line 

between physical and virtual realms is increasingly blurred. 

 Indeed, today’s Internet users have developed an ability to switch from offline to 

online networks of friends with different degrees of commitment and intensity depending on 

what portion of their identities is shaped discursively on the Net, ranging from those who 
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rarely log on, to those who reject their physical identities entirely and can only “be 

themselves” on the Net. And SNSs and VWs are suitable environments for discursively 

shaped identities. Specifically, the former are typically used by people who already know one 

another offline, e.g. students or relatives (Mallan & Giardina 2009; Wang, 2010: 227). In 

general, then, people do not turn into different people in either of the environments 

(offline/online), but provide a different image, divide their identities into physical and virtual 

sides of the self. The virtual self may exhibit attributes that the user does not want to show in 

physical settings, without losing the core identity. As Zhao et al. (2008: 1819-1820) correctly 

state, “users regard their online presentations as an integral part of their overall identity 

production and seek to coordinate their online identity claims with their offline self-

performance.” 

 In any case, in my opinion it is interesting to preserve a three-fold division of identity 

and then analyse the extent to which discourse (in its broad sense of textual, visual and 

multimodal quality) plays a part in its shaping in both SNSs (e.g. Facebook) and VWs (e.g. 

Second Life). These will be labelled self identity , interactive identity and collective identity 

respectively. Needless to say, there is some degree of overlapping among the three. For 

example, in virtual worlds the users shape their identities by devising an avatar, but the 

choice of body and clothing is often biased by cultural (i.e. collective) information about sex 

roles, masculinity, femininity and beauty. 

 Firstly, the self identity reflects the fact that the user is a unique person discursively 

shaped on the Net according to specific parameters such as the main photo in SNSs. It is 

related to the “self-concept,” but also shaped in a public process that involves both the 

“identity announcement” made by the individual claiming an identity and the “identity 

placement” made by others who endorse the claimed identity (Zhao et al., 2008: 1817). The 

user’s body is essential for the foundation of this self identity, even if only part of it is 

actually exhibited on the Net (at the initial stages of Internet communication, the body was 

even masked completely due to the text-based quality of interactions). Of course, one can 

also avoid the body completely and play with other selves and corporeal fabrications (as 

happens with 3D avatars in VWs) that might also play a part in the overall self-identity 

shaping. But other users will probably try to make connections between the persona exhibited 

online and the real self typing on a keyboard (Walther et al., 2009: 232). 

 Secondly, the interactive identity is shaped through interactions with other users and 

by choosing to belong to certain groups and collectivities that exhibit certain patters and 

jargons that create barriers of discursive specificity. By receiving comments and engaging in 

interactions, that is, by being present in the network and being commented upon by others, 

users mould their position and prestige within the group. 

 Finally, the collective identity is shaped by discursive markers that indicate 

membership to broad (online/offline) collectivities and communities. “It is through our 

membership into various social groups that we discover and experiment with social identities 

in the hope of creating an image of ourselves that is acceptable to the social realities we are 

invested in” (Crabill, 2010: 316). As stated in Yus (2011), people store a number of 

commonsense assumptions that emanate from the human environment and our trust in these 

assumptions is not easily altered by other in-coming stimuli. The fact that we belong to a 

specific speech community entails the creation and storage of certain archetypical 

assumptions that we accept as “normal” in the ordinary life of the community (Yus, 2007; 

Parks, 2011: 106-111). For those belonging to a community it is interesting to assess which 

information is shared by the whole community. And conversations are a good means to 
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determine this area of mutuality. Besides, the reiterative assessment of this area generates 

community stereotypes, made up of highly accessible stereotypical schemas. This is part of 

the tendency of human cognition to form and maintain ties, to weigh one’s social prestige 

against other people’s, to assess the effect of our actions on other people’s opinions and to 

predict their plausible replies.  

 This three-fold identity shaping takes place both in offline and online collectivities. 

On the Internet, lack of physical co-presence increases the importance of discourse 

(utterances, videos, images...) in this identity management and self-presentation on the Net. 

On the Net, it is possible to apply the so-called Brunswik lens model (Brunswik, 1996; see 

also Utz, 2010: 316): In this model it is argued that the artifacts and behaviour that people 

produce and exhibit reflect their personality, and SNS profiles, for instance, are filled with 

discursive cues that “leak” information about the profile owner, which people gather and 

combine to make a trustworthy impression of the user. Even the degree of personalization 

provides clues about the user’s identity. 

 In the remaining of the chapter, I will analyse the discursive foundations of self, 

interactive and collective identities as sustained within social networking sites (SNSs) and 3D 

virtual worlds (VWs) populated by avatars, together with the specificity that each 

environment entails for identity shaping. 

 

3. Self identity on SNSs and VWs 
 

3.1. Social networking sites 

 

The user as an individual (the self) is correlated to the profile in SNSs. It is the locus of all 

discursive construction and shaping of identity. They are “digital bodies, public displays of 

identity where people can explore impression management. Because the digital world 

requires people to write themselves into being, profiles provide an opportunity to craft the 

intended expression through language, imagery and media” (boyd, 2006). Of course, 

information does not have to be strictly verbal for identity shaping. Pictures, for example 

have an important role on SNSs: “they establish communication paths between nodes, 

producing and reproducing social networks. More than being mere promotionalist self-

advertisements, they are conversation pieces, necessary starters for the exchange of 

compliments-qua-gifts, which enable not only the formation of relations, but also their 

maintenance” (Schwarz 2010: 174). Therefore, all types of discourse are useful on the screen 

to craft an identity online (cf. Mallan & Giardina, 2009; Boyle & Johnson, 2010: 1393; 

Salimkhan et al., 2010). As Pearson (2009) states, “users manipulate these communicative 

codes, with varying degrees of skill and dexterity, to create not only online selves, but also to 

create the staging and setting in which these selves exist.” 

 Besides, both profiles and the information made manifest therein are evidences of 

underlying communicative intentions and, ultimately, indices of the attributes of the user’s 

identity. This information on the profile and on its entries is interpreted by the readers with 

the aid of context, so that they can recover the information explicitly communicated and 

derive implications, that is, so that the intended interpretation(s) are correctly selected and 

inferred. And the quality of this information ranges between “public” and “private” without a 

clear dividing line. Pearson (ibid.) mentions the metaphor of the “glass bedroom” to account 

for this phenomenon:  
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inside the bedroom, private conversations and intimate exchanges occur, each with 

varying awareness of distant friends and strangers moving past transparent walls that 

separate groups from more deliberate and constructed ‘outside’ displays. The glass 

bedroom itself is not an entirely private space... [...] It is a bridge that is partially 

private and public, constructed online through signs and language. 

 

Among the different types of discourse, photos and images of the user are particularly 

important for self identity on SNSs. Users carefully select the photos that will generate 

adequate impressions in their contacts, that is, they use photos to promote a particular self 

identity, and subsequent comments and interactions on these photos will provide the 

necessary anchorage for the settlement of this identity.  

 Needless to say, the main profile photo is utterly important in this discursive shaping 

of self identity. For instance, Wang (2010) concluded that the display of one’s profile photo 

had a significant impact on the willingness to initiate friendships with the profile owner. 

Mallan & Giardina (2009) claim that this profile image is also important because it works as 

a form of “authenticity,” stressing the link existing between the “real” identity that can be 

obtained from the image and the “virtual” identity presented on the profile. Hills (2009) adds 

that the increasing trend in taking photos from mobile devices and uploading them onto the 

SNS is generating increasingly “photographic” conceptions of self-image and changes in the 

way the “referent user” is understood within this virtual domain. 

 Lastly, the importance of comments on photos should be stressed. As will be argued 

for interactive identity in heading 4 below, the presence of comments in some area of the 

SNS enhances this identity by positioning the user within the group of friends, and the same 

applies to comments on the user’s photos. Salimkhan et al. (2010) underline the fact that, 

especially young users’ peers “legitimize the images through public comments, and the 

information is made permanent and real, magnifying the meaning and gestures behind the 

image. This process enables users to convey elaborate messages within each image. In this 

way, emerging adults are adapting the multimedia online props offered by a virtual 

environment to convey elaborate messages about their selves.” 

 

3.2. Virtual worlds 

 

In 3D virtual worlds such as Second Life, it is a designed avatar that carries all the self 

identity within the virtual domain.
2
 Nevertheless, users also play with online/offline identities 

as much as in other virtual scenarios such as SNSs. Again, these avatars may be mere 

additions to a solid physical identity, or authentic protagonists and the main sources of 

identity shaping for users who are not satisfied with their offline identities. These users will 

find on the Net an escape from physical interactions and a transit to more ad hoc and 

satisfactory identities, created for specific goals. In any case, users do tend to reproduce their 

physical bodies in the avatar (cf. Palomares & Lee, 2010: 9; Peña, 2011: 159), even if avatars 

are clear invitations to role-playing and explorations with multiple self identities (Nicosia, 

2010: 630). 

                                                 
2. In Yus (2011), there is the claim that it is necessary to make a differentiation between types of avatars. Some 

studies do not differentiate between bi-dimensional avatars, with no mobility or capacity to generate nonverbal 

behaviours, and three-dimensional avatars that are fully animated. A distinction in then proposed between 

graphic avatars, bi-dimensional and fixed, and corporeal avatars, three-dimensional and fully animated (the 

ones that we can find in environments such as Second Life). 
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 On paper, though, it is the avatar’s body that really shapes self identity in VWs. Users 

have to devise the body and clothing of the avatar. In that process, there is some influence of 

the user’s offline body features, which are transferred to the avatar to a greater or lesser 

extent. Besides, either consciously or unconsciously, users often reproduce in the avatars the 

cultural or sexual stereotype-patterns of the community (in its narrow or wide dimensions) 

for acceptable body shapes. These stereotypes are stored in the form of mental schemas of 

great strength and easy access, and therefore require little mental effort in the process of the 

schema reproduction of “embodiment” of the avatar. Given the persistence and depth of the 

stereotypes of masculinity and femininity rooted in culture and enhanced by the mass media, 

it is foreseeable that these stereotypes, especially those related to the information exuded by 

the attributes of the body, will also be valid for the information provided by avatars in VWs. 

 One consequence of this transfer of body stereotypes from the physical context to the 

virtual context of the VW is what was called illusion of corporeal avatar in Yus (2010, 

2011), that is, the illusion that it is the body of the avatar, and not the user who created it, the 

one which holds all the communicative activity in VW interactions. This illusion would 

explain why many avatars are treated according to their virtual appearance, even though it is 

obvious that the actual appearance (or even the sex) of the user can vary dramatically 

compared to that artificial appearance.
3
 In this sense, Martey & Consalvo (2011: 169) report 

studies in which real-life rules apply to the corporeal quality of avatars; for example taller 

avatars tend to be related to higher confidence, and attractive avatars obtained higher 

intimacy from other avatars. 

 This illusion also influences the type of language typed by users while interacting 

with their avatars. For example, Palomares & Lee (2010: 15) comment on how a masculine 

avatar implies male-typical language norms, just as a feminine avatar conveys female-typical 

language ones. Consequently, participants linguistically assimilate to a virtual gender 

identity. 

 

4. Interactive identity on SNSs and VWs 
 

4.1. Social networking sites 

 

On SNSs, the focus of interactive identity is located mainly in the comments area of the 

profile, as well as in the scattered comments on photographs that the user uploads. All the 

structure of SNSs is designed to satisfy the user’s desire to be acknowledged as part of the 

group, as having some kind of presence for the other friends (Boyle & Johnson, 2010: 1392). 

Seeing that one’s posts are commented upon, receiving e-mails which communicate that 

another user likes a post or that other users have posted comments, moulds and shapes the 

user’s interactive identity and discourse plays a vital part in the foundation of this identity. As 

Mallan & Giardina (2009) describe, “the comments area adds to the identity represented in 

the profile, particularly through the kinds of comments, the number of friends commenting, 

and the information revealed about the user. This section of the profile reflects the 

collaborative principles of wikis because it is the area least controllable by the profile owner 

[...] Specifically, comments social networking friends make on a user’s profile contribute to 

that user’s presented identity so that social network users are indeed known by the company 

                                                 
3. Even if the users do know that the body and gender of the actual user has little or nothing to do with the 

avatar designed for the VW, individuals tend to rate others as masculine or feminine despite the fact that they 

are fully aware that their partner’s real gender could mismatch the avatar’s gender (Peña, 2011: 160). 
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they keep.” 

 This desire to be acknowledged as part of the group, to raise interest in the other 

friends, to receive attention is the main reason why greater self-disclosure and lack of 

inhibition is found in posts on SNSs, to the extent that many users even turn the privacy 

setting into “public” in order to get further attention, even if the content of the posts is not 

really adequate for a wide audience of strangers. This is particularly noticeable in 

adolescents, who tend to reveal personal information in order to shape their identities through 

peer appraisals. As Salimkhan et al. (2010) summarise, young people use the sites for greater 

access to the opinions of an expanded pool of peers concerning aspects of their identities that 

are still “in progress.” 

 The shaping of interactive identities seems to be the main reason why certain posts are 

uploaded on the profile. Consider the following examples: 

 

(5) User A packs warm clothes. 

 User B: where to? 

 User A: to Minnesota ... 

 User C: Say hello to Tom’s folks from me!! 

 User A: I will. Will you be visiting during the holidays? 

User D: Hoy lucky and glamourous! Some go to Minnesota and others to Córdoba. 

We should add “city” so that it becomes more glamourous ;) 

 User A: Montilla City, lawless city... 

 User E: Have a wonderful trip! 

 User F: hahaha, you’ll never stop!!! hehehe. Enjoy it 

 (December 21st, 2011) 

 

In (5), user A provides information about packing the suitcases, but her intention is 

specifically to raise some replies on the reasons for the trip, destination, etc. Several users 

join in the good wishes for the trip and user A’s interactive identity is immediately enhanced. 

 

(6) User A: Gym time 

 User B: Good good, against “Christmas excess” hahaha KISSES 

 User B: I’ve just returned from the gym 

 User A: Hehehe, back to healthy life =) Training for bikini season starts now 

 User B: Also called tattoo season hahaha kisses 

 User A: Hahaha and there’ll soon be another one... But I still haven’t chosen which 

one! 

 User B: Get a tattoo on the sole of your feet which says “how dragged is my life” 

User A: Hehehe Very original indeed xD but it would be tickleish and nobody would 

see it hahaha 

 (January 9th, 2012) 

 

In this example, user A provides brief information about her next activity, in a kind of Twitter 

posting. Again, it is not simply a matter of providing information, but of checking to what 

extent this posting raises comments in her contact list so as to enhance her interactive 

identity. Notice how user B’s first message frames user A’s posting and his third comment 

demands contextualization from the other readers, in this case previous conversations about 

user A’s willingness to get a tattoo in the near future. 
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(7) User A: The best night of my life no doubt =D 

 User B: Why????? 

User A: Cos I made my dream come true :) These thing you always want but it very 

unlikely that they’ll end up happening, but fate finally lets it happen ;) 

 User B: Ok then... whatever it is.. I’m happy for you 

 (December 22nd, 2011) 

 

Finally, in (7) user A provides incomplete information about the good time she has had, 

which calls another user’s attention and he asks for the reasons. Again, user A gets 

commented upon, asked about, and her interactive identity is enhanced. 

 Another typical strategy to stress the user’s presence on the SNS and call other users’ 

attention for further interactions is to send “a chain” of messages on the same topic, normally 

on the user’s ordinary activities, feelings or emotions, a strategy that is particularly frequent 

in posts sent from mobile devices or in comments which are posted onto micro-blogging 

services such as Twitter and are then re-directed automatically to the user’s SNS profile. An 

example is quoted in (8) below 

 

(8) a. A: How good a little shower feels :) (16-1-2012). 

 b. A: I don’t know if I have a head or a helmet... Total congestion (17-1-2012). 

 c. A: Sill deaf in one ear... =( 

  B: Anyway... there’s little worth listening to... GET BETTER SWEETIE !!!!! 

  A: Hahaha, thanksssss muak! (17-1-2012). 

 d. A: Getting better (18-1-2012). 

 e. A: Blimey, 3rd day in bed... =( (18-1-2012). 

 

These comments seem to be utterly irrelevant, in a similar way to other users’ comments. But 

there is a phatic quality in this kind of message that underlines interactivity and group 

membership, enhancing at the same time the user’s interactive identity. This is related to what 

Thompson (2008) called ambient awareness, a term which refers to a non-stop updating on 

other users’ daily activities, which provides a feeling of closeness. Indeed, instead of 

inferring certain information and deriving conclusions about other people from the 

information they exude, with these messages on SNSs it is the users that intentionally inform 

their followers about these activities. This creates a kind of “proximity in the virtual” or at 

least an awareness of its existence. In a similar sense, boyd (2011: 45) comments that while 

this typed conversation may appear to make little sense from a purely communicative point of 

view, the ritual of checking in is a form of social grooming. Through apparently useless 

comments, participants are acknowledging one another in a public setting, similar to the way 

in which they may greet each other if they were to bump into one another on the street. 

“Comments are not simply a dialogue between two interlocutors, but a performance of social 

connection before a broader audience. [...] While individual updates are arguably mundane, 

the running stream of content gives participants a general sense of those around them. In 

doing so, participants get the sense of the public constructed by those with whom they 

connect.” 

 The outcome of these sequences of posts and comments is an increased level of 

mutuality among users and their friends. However, one drawback of this accessibility to other 

users’ information is that it reminds users not only of their place and identity on the SNS, but 
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also of their adaptability to an inherently social environment: 

 

Facebook is not a good place for a lonely person, and not just because of how 

precisely it quantifies your isolation. The news feed, the default point of entry to the 

site, is a constantly updated stream of your every friend’s every activity, opinion and 

photograph [...] you know exactly how much more popular everyone else is [...] It can 

be, to say the least, disheartening. Without a real-world social network with which to 

interact, social networking sites act as proof of the old cliché: you’re never so alone as 

when you’re in a crowd (Meltzer 2010: 26). 

 

Besides, these comments may also have a direct impact on the user’s self identity. For 

example, Wang (2010: 227) comments that users gather information on other users from 

whatever source that is available on the Net. In the absence of photographic evidence on the 

user, the number of friends may be used as source information and the same might apply to 

comments on the profile wall. 

 

4.2. Virtual worlds 

 

Interactive identities in VWs are sustained by conversations among avatars. The options for 

verbal interactivity differ in the different VWs. For example, in Second Life there are three 

main ways: the chat room option, the instant messaging option (IM) and the paid-for voice 

service. Thus, when users type their messages in the chat or IM window, the server 

reproduces the messages on the screen in their entirety after being sent, in the same way as in 

conventional text-based chat rooms. One cannot, therefore, be generating inferences and 

interpretive hypotheses as the text is appearing on the screen. These inferences may be 

corroborated or refuted with the processing of the next part of the message that appears on the 

screen (thus forcing the reader to backtrack and re-interpret the text according to the “new 

evidence” provided by the text just typed).  

 In general, conversations between avatars that have just met are usually held in public 

using the chat room facility. But it is possible to add an avatar as a “friend” and from this 

moment the private IM is preferred, especially with friends or contacts who know each other 

well, just like in conventional IM. Very often, and even if there is no other avatar around, 

users leave the chat room and continue the conversation through IM when the topic of the 

conversation becomes more confidential, private or intimate (Yus, 2011: 211). In this sense, 

these interactions are not radically different from conversations on SNSs (especially though 

the instant-messaging option that most SNSs have incorporated) and interactive identities are 

moulded in similar ways. However, there are differences in the way conversations are 

monitored due to the attention that has to be devoted to the avatar’s behaviour while 

interacting with the other user. As Schroeder (2011: 50) correctly states, one reason why 

avatars are often regarded as artificial is that they are situational identities -they are 

frontstages to which one’s attention must be completely devoted while interacting with others 

in VWs. At the same time, they demand a kind of impression management that people are not 

aware of in their day-to-day face-to-face interaction. Besides, “many social cues are absent, 

and the only cue about appearance is one’s avatar. This means that this initial introduction 

will be different from a face-to-face introduction in that first-time encounters may focus on 

avatars and try to infer information form its appearance” (ibid.: 147). 

 Interactive identity may also be shaped nonverbally within VWs. In this case there are 
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interesting intersections between (a) intentionally produced behaviour which is controlled by 

the user (e.g. walking, waving), (b) intentionally produced behaviour which is initiated by the 

user but performed by the system (e.g. dancing, kissing), and (c) unintentionally produced 

behaviour provoked by the system (e.g. the position of inactivity that the avatar takes if the 

user does not monitor the avatar for a certain period of time). However, as argued in Yus 

(2011), advances in computer applications that manage interactions in VWs open up 

interesting possibilities with clear implications for identity management. For example, several 

studies have attempted to get the avatar to nod upon detecting the end of the interlocutor 

avatar’s utterance. Even more interesting is the advancement cited in Morrás (2009) about the 

invention of a viewer that permits the transference of the user’s emotions and gestures to 

his/her avatar. Therefore, the avatar makes in real time the same gestures and movements that 

the user performs, thus facilitating interactive-identity shaping. This is a very interesting 

evolution and opens up new areas for research in the future, because this interface provides 

the avatar with greater capacity for facial expressiveness. These advances, together with 

advances in general avatar design options will influence communicative outcomes in VWs. 

 

5. Collective identity in SNSs and VWs 
 

5.1. Social networking sites 

 

If the main profile image is the main are for self identity shaping, and the comments area of 

the profile is the main area for interactive identity management, the contact list (and the 

visual evidence of the user’s network of friends) is the area where collective identities are 

exhibited to the other users. Besides, virtual communities are also the typical areas for 

collective identities on SNSs. 

 In Yus (2007) several qualities of communities are listed, most of which are also 

applicable to virtual communities: belonging, relationships, commitment, values, goods, 

perdurability, a shared location, reciprocity, norms and goals. However, normally virtual 

communities tend to be compared with the traditional physical counterparts. In this 

comparison there is often an underlying premise: that both types of community, physical and 

virtual, are mutually exclusive and that it is necessary to “log on” to virtual communities as a 

complement to “real” communities. But, in fact, there is a high level of inter-connectedness 

between them in today’s society and the qualities of virtual communities are usually related 

to similar qualities of physical scenarios. And this is clearly applicable to the kind of 

collectivity that can be found on SNSs. Very often, physical communities are transferred to 

the online realm and comments on photos, for example, reinforce the bond that ties them 

offline. An example is the dialogue quoted in (8), specifically a number of comments on a 

group photo
4
 portraying several university teachers having a meal in a restaurant after a 

seminar. This is a typical example of a consolidated academic community offline that 

enhances the social bonds through language on the SNS. There are comments on the physical 

meeting that took place (a seminar on statistics, as we get to know as the dialogue proceeds) 

and, at the end, one of the members of the community who could not attend the seminar 

                                                 
4. Group photos are also typical of young users’ profiles. As Mallan & Giardino (2009) acknowledge, this kind 

of photograph indicates that young people are developing an understanding of their identities within the context 

of their social networks. By choosing a group photo, the young user exhibits a preference for the collaborative 

element of SNSs, and they understand their profiles as a way of constructing identity as part of a collective of 

friends rather than as an individual in his or her own right. 
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regrets missing it: 

 

(9) (on a photo of a group of university teachers having a meal) 

 User A: Excellent workshop and nice lunch! 

 User A: Was this one of the photos Nacho took? 

 User B: Yeah! He only sent me one... we must’ve looked horrible in the other one... 

 User A: Horrible. How dare you! 

 User B: he, he, he ;-) 

 User B: Not you, of course, but maybe the rest of us... 

 User A: That’s better! 

User C: Well, I interrupt this dialogue to say something important that you are 

missing: You can see me at the bottom! 

 User B: And in good company, C! 

 User A: I can see a bottle and someone behind it. Is it you? 

 User B: And now tagged twice. In the photo and in the comment! Can’t complain! ;-) 

 User B: A, you are wicked! 

 User C: The bottle is not mine, someone has put it in front of me on purpose. 

 User A: ditto 

User C: And as someone said at the table, it is praiseworthy that even at a certain age 

teachers still want to learn 

 User B: I laugh my socks off!!!! “at a certain age” it was that specific phrase... 

User C: Well, there’s an ad that women will surely like... That one in which a mother 

says to her daughter “and even the teacher can learn.” 

 User D: How nice you all look, and you look like you know statistics a lot! 

 User E: And so natural you all...! 

 User F: ...and happy birthday (again), A! 

 (...) 

 User D: Pity you didn’t join us for the meal, G! next time... 

 User G: Yes... Next time I won’t miss it, D. 

 (January 10th, 2012) 

 

We can see how SNSs comprise both types of community that have been proposed in the 

bibliography. As described in Yus (2011: 28), there are, on the one hand, synchronous virtual 

communities (for example chat rooms), where interlocutors are connected simultaneously to 

the Net, build up a sort of textual interactive dialogue. This would be the case of dialogue (8), 

in which the users type, in a more or less synchronous fashion, a conversation on the group 

photograph. On the other hand, SNSs also include asynchronous virtual communities, which 

build up an archive of interactions and hence an increasingly complex form of community 

where stronger communal ties can be fostered. The possibility to build up an archive of 

interactions on the Net strengthens the discursive quality of identity, whose collective 

meaning arises from an experience and history constructed from the users’ contributions. 

 However, in my opinion it is the list of friends that provides other users with the 

extent and quality of collective identity on SNSs (Wang, 2010: 321). This is particularly 

noticeable in profiles owned by adolescents. As Mallan & Giardina (2009) underline, this 

“friends list” list is extremely important for students, “because it demonstrates popularity, 

proves membership of a social group, marks one’s status and also provides a way of getting 

to know new people.” Informants in Schwarz (2010) also stressed the importance of the 
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Friends list, arguing that the number of contacts implies that one is socially successful. In a 

similar fashion, boyd (2011) adds that this visual listing of friends has both political and 

social implications, the former basically related to the active decision of whether to accept the 

request for friendship or not. Furthermore, “by serving as the imagined audience, the list of 

Friends serves as the intended public. Of course, just because this collection of people is the 

intended public does not mean that it is the actual public. Yet, the value of imagining the 

audience or public is to adjust one’s behavior and self-presentation to fit the intended norms 

of that collective” (p. 43). 

 

5.2. Virtual worlds 

 

In virtual worlds, 3D avatars also gather together and look for communal ties in the vast 

virtual geography provided by the computer system. These avatars reproduce tendencies to 

gather together, form communities and build up ties through sustained interactions. As 

Lomanowska & Guitton (2012: 321) concluded, the distribution of avatars in these virtual 

spaces is not random, but their presence concentrated in a number of areas already populated 

by avatars. Besides, physical distance among avatars tends to decrease as the density of the 

population increases, a parallel to social gatherings in physical environments. A difference, 

though, is that avatars demand constant control by the users, and this need for attention 

makes gatherings in VWs somewhat different from the ones in physical scenarios. In 

Schroeder’s (2011: 147) words, 

 

Focusing our attention on several people in a VE [virtual environments] can be 

burdensome, and it seems that this is often an obstacle to small group formation in 

shared VEs, especially in comparison with real settings. This is partly because of the 

restricted field of view and partly because of the absence of social cues in VEs. Put in 

a different way, it is difficult to experience the “cocktail party” effect in shared VEs 

whereby, in the real world, we can follow one or more conversations across the room. 

 

These gatherings of avatars involve a commitment to the collective identity and verbal 

interactions are essential for that purpose. And this is even more multifaceted than in 

phyisical scenarios. As Nicosia (2010: 630) comments, “avatars engage in heterogeneous 

interactions and forge bonds across boundaries rather than remain within their real-world 

comfort zones.” And, as A. Thomas (2007: 5, in Nicosia, ibid.) concluded, all communicative 

phenomena are at work for this communal goal, as multiple layers through which we mediate 

the self and which include “the words we speak, the graphical images we adopt as avatars to 

represent us, and the codes and other linguistic variations on language we use to create a full 

digital presence.” The 3D quality of avatars allows us to understand the user’s values, and 

these include group affiliations, cultural norms, feelings and emotions, and responses to 

environmental constraints (Prince, 2011). In a sense, then, avatars incorporate all the types of 

identity accounted for so far (self, interactive, collective) in the 3D choice of an avatar and its 

interactions with other avatars. As Martey & Consalvo (2011: 178) summarise, avatars 

involve a number of intersections among user preferences, possible choices offered by the 

computer system, and the meanings created and recreated by the avatar’s appearance and 

clothing. 

 Communication among avatars also tends to exhibit norms, behaviours and discourses 

typically related to social stereotypes which are ascribed to broad social collectivities. One of 



 

 

14 

the most significant stereotypes reproduced in VWs involves sex role behaviour. This 

evidence provides support for the social role theory, according to which people behave in 

ways that fit traditional roles, even in non-traditional settings such as a VW. For example 

Guadagno et al. (2011: 307) concluded that women in these VWs engaged in more communal 

activities (meeting people, shopping), whereas men tended to more agentic activities 

(building things, getting properties). Therefore, even if users are given total freedom to 

design their avatars and behave in any way they want, both the avatar and its behaviour tend 

to reproduce societal-based expectations. And this fact also has consequences for the amount 

and quality of discourse used within the VW. Indeed, Yee (2007) found that individuals with 

an attractive avatar tended to be friendlier to virtual strangers and to extroversion with them. 

Similarly, tall avatars were more confident and aggressive in virtual world negotiations than 

smaller avatars. 

 

6. Concluding remarks 
 

Identity shaping is a inherent goal of individuals in both offline and online environments. In 

this chapter three types of identity have proposed: self identity, interactive identity and 

collective identity, all of which are sustained and moulded thorough daily discursive 

practices. Offline interactions are traditional means to foster and shape these identities, and 

on the Internet there are similar ways in which users can use discourse (images, text, 

multimodal combinations...) to shape their identities. Specifically, in this chapter two of the 

possible virtual environments for interactions have been analysed: social networking sites and 

3D virtual worlds, which exhibit subtleties and differences but similar outcomes in terms of 

identity shaping. 
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