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Abstract. With the explosion of participation on the Internet, there is increasing interest 
and speculation in extending its' uses to support diverse online communities, and 
particular interest in using the Internet to combat loneliness and isolation amongst senior 
citizens For the past year, we have been investigating SeniorNet (SN), a 12 year old 
organization that attempts to bring seniors together via computer networking technologies. 
We found a rich tapestry of human relationships supported by various technical and social 
underpinnings. In this' paper, we delve into the richness of an active community and 
describe the intertwining technical and social factors that make it valuable and useful for 
its members. An underlying question in these discussions is "If network communities 
have to be principally created and maintained by their members (as we posit), then how do 
designers help without getting in the way? " 
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Introduction 

With the explosion of participation on the Internet, there is increasing interest and 
speculation in extending its uses to support diverse online communities (Hagel, 
1997; Kiesler, 1997; Rheingold, 1993,; Schuler, 1996). As a new communication 
medium that could potentially reach into many homes it seems a likely tool for 
connecting people, combating isolation and loneliness. One obvious target 
population for such endeavors is senior citizens, as they are entering a new stage of 
their life with retirement and are increasingly likely to be geographically separated 
from family. But senior citizens are typically thought of as technology naive, and 
even adverse to computer use, preferring traditional methods for their 
communication needs. 

For the past year, we have been investigating SemorNet (SN), a 12 year old 
organization that attempts to bring seniors together via computer networking 
technologies. A typical SN site has chat rooms and news group-like areas, called 
roundtables on the WWW and forums on AOL1 on a host of topics. SN first started 
with Delphi in 1986. Currently they Have nearly 20,000 members comprising 
thriving online communities on both America Online (AOL) and the World Wide 
W e b . ' ' •' 

In 1998 (Mynatt, 1998), we presented pur observations on network communities. 
As researchers, designers, and users of MUDs and media space technologies, we 
pointed to the constellation of technical affordances and social requirements that 
comprise a network community. In our framework, we explored three design 
dimensions of network communities: supporting the rhythms of an online 
community, nurturing community development, and managing the real and virtual 
worlds. Following this work, we wanted to look at a new network community in 
detail. This motivation led us to our current investigation of SeniorNet. 

We found a rich tapestry of human relationships supported by various technical 
and social underpinnings. Instead of exhaustively listing the ways that SN satisfies 
the conditions of a network community, in this paper, we point to the characteristics 
that we believe are particularly salient for the research community. One 
contribution of this work is that we delve into the richness of a active community 
and describe the intertwining technical and social factors that make it valuable and 
useful for its members. An underlying question in these discussions is "What is the 
role of design in creating a.network community?" This question is timely as more 
and more businesses wish to use net communities both internally for their staff as 
well as externally for their customers. Many internet entrepreneurs see community 

1 For the remainder of this paper, we will refer to both roundtables and forums as roundtables 
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as the hook for their commercial web sites, while the population of the Net, their 
potential clientele, is rapidly expanding and diversifying. 

We first provide an overview of the history and current organization of SeniorNet 
and describe our one:year case study. We then focus our discussions on three main 
observations of SeniorNet's network communities: 

• Network communities exhibit a complex collage of interaction styles and 
rhythms. This richness enables the depth of expression needed to nurture 
multi-layered relationships (a key component of a community). In our 
previous work, we examined the rich interaction modalities available in 
media spaces with audio and video connections, graphical MUDs as well 
as programmable text-based MUDs The building blocks for interaction in 
SN's network communities appear to be much more limited. Yet, we 
observed how SN members use various technical and social mechanisms 
combined with the basic building blocks of roundtables, email, and chat 
to create a necessary and sufficient set of interaction modalities to support 
community. 

• One defining notion of network communities is of boundaries, the ability 
to sense a "groupness" about the members. This groupness is defined by 
identities and shared practices that have been created and nurtured over 
time. By "seeding" new sites (e.g. the recent Web site) with members of 
the community, SN has been able to transplant itself several times. The 
"groupness" of SN includes multiple roles and modes of participation that 
support a variety of needs within the community (e.g. hosts) and stages of 
participation (e.g. learner, new member, old timer) Although one obvious 
boundary to SeniorNet is that membership is limited to people over 50 
years of age, this boundary is more opportunistic than defining. The 
community spans much more than "senior-like" identities and practices. 
This insight is important to those who want to start network communities 
defined by a demographic groups. 

• In contrast to the hype surrounding the promise of anonymity on the 
Internet, SN is strikingly grounded in the real world, while still embracing 
the charm of fantasy in the virtual realm. SN members connect their 
virtual interactions to their "real," physical lives in many ways, 
strengthening the SN community. One perceived advantage to this virtual-
real connection that may be surprising is it contributes to a sense of safety 
and trust. This observation is in sharp contrast to ensuring safety through 

2. MUDs are computationally-based environments that provide access to a persistent, online "world" 
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anonymity. Although SN, is strongly grounded in the real world, the 
members also embrace the, fun of virtual fantasy with online birthday 
parties and shared cups of tea. 

In each section, we reflect on the role of design in creating network communities. 
If network communities have to be principally created and maintained by their 
members (as we posit), then how do designers help without getting in the way? As 
the majority of our research has been principally focused on net communities in the 
workplace (including' educational1 settings), our discussions revolve around 
common themes such as peer sharing, informal learning and multilayered 
relationships that are important for all network communities. By examining this 
successful community, we both contribute to the growing consensus (e.g. Kollack 
1996) about how net communities operate, as well as offer insights in how to sustain 
a long-term community and nurture a particular set of practices. One benefit of 
examining a net community in such rich detail is that this richness nurtures a 
designer's evolving intuition in addition to marking general design guidelines. 

The SeniorNet community does not fall into a neat classification as a recreational 
community or a work community or, an educational community. All of these 
endeavors are practiced on a daily basis. SeniorNet members work to accomplish 
their goals in a purposeful and meaningful fashion. These goals include planning 
gatherings, collecting diverse views on a topic, and attending to the needs of a 
particular member. As Internet access grows, we have the opportunity to understand 
collaborative practices' outside of traditional work settings. As a long-standing 
community, SeniorNet is an excellent example of this growing form of computer-
supported, cooperative work. 

The SeniorNet Project ; , 

The SeniorNet organization was founded 12 years ago to help seniors gain access 
to computing technology. SeniorNet supports robust network communities on the 
Web and on America On-Line (AOL), and it sponsors over a hundred volunteer-
staffed "Learning Centers" throughout the United States, where seniors can take 
computer classes on a variety of subjects, including how to buy a computer, how to 
use financial software, and how to get online. 

A SeniorNet online site provides a multitude of communication affordances. 
Most prominently are the roundtables on a multitude of topics ranging from book 
clubs to WWII memories, including a Cafe for casual socializing as well as 
roundtables to support grieving. Both sites offer simple, real-time chat capabilities. 
Participants can register themselves with a user name, a password and other self 
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descriptions, with optional pointers to a homepages. Non-registered people can still 
post as guests although they cannot use chat. As we will discuss later, both members 
and non-members lurk as well. 

For the past year, we have been engaged in an ethnographic study of SeniorNet 
We are interested in the issue of broad access to computing. We chose to study 
SeniorNet as a case of long-lived, successful computer access among a population 
which is not commonly thought to be adept at learning.new technologies. The 
themes of our research have centered on understanding the social and technical 
features that support access and help people become fluent in online participation. 

As SeniorNet is a distributed enterprise with activity in different online and 
physical locations, we carried out observations and interviews in a variety of sites, 
to develop a better sense of SeniorNet's membership and practices. than any 
particular location could provide. We interviewed SeniorNet staff members, 
observed four classes at three Learning Centers, observed online activity in 
discussion roundtables both on the Web and AOL over a period of months, 
participated in chat regularly on the Web for a week, interviewed 20 members 
drawn from both network communities, and interviewed 9 students from two of the 
classes we had observed. We also posted questions and research themes on an 
online roundtable created for us by the SeniorNet staff, to generate discussion 
among members on topics of interest to the project. > . 

We have research findings in several areas, including access issues, network 
communities, online fieldwork practices, and learning to become a Net participant. 
In this paper, we focus on the combinations of social practices and technological 
affordances that have supported these long-standing network communities. 

Rhythm and Other Communication Patterns 

In (Mynatt 1998), we discussed the importance of predictable rhythms in 
supporting social interaction in network communities. Our observations suggest 
that communities are more enduring when people know when and how they can find 
others online and can structure their participation to match. Learning to sync up to 
the prevailing style is part of becoming a member of the group. ; 

Generally a network community does not have one prevailing rhythm, but 
instead is made up of a myriad of communication possibilities and social practices, 
each with a distinctive rhythm. From daily interactions that build into social 
routines, these patterns of interaction are the basis for rich, multi-layered 
relationships in network communities. 
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Predictable Rhythms 

One clear observation of SN is that it relies on many predictable rhythms. 
Predictability is necessary to support a feeling of connection (Kiesler 1997). A 
change in the predictable rhythm might mean a temporary technical problem or it 
might mean that someone is experiencing social problems—either way, participants 
notice changes in the pattern and can often account for them. These observable 
patterns lead to a more robust sense of community where people can work through 
occasional glitches. The technology must be reliable enough for these rhythms to 
develop, but then, when the patterns are in place, technical problems can often be 
understood and tolerated. For example;, inhabitants would remark that the chat 
server was down even if it appeared to be up and empty, if this happened at a peak 
time when regulars should be present 

The same effect holds for a change in personal rhythm, such as when a regular 
poster temporarily disappears. When'these situations occur, others notice, and they 
may monitor the absence or check up on the missing person through other means. 
For example, the overall mood of the "Living with Cancer" roundtable on AOL is 
one of an intimate support group with a small number of regular members. 
Absences and reappearances of regular members were often noted since an absence 
may indicate surgery or illness. For example, one person posts "Wondered where 
you were' Glad you're fixed up and back with us now" , or another posts "Sue, I'm 
so glad you're all right. I was worried about you". Lapses in postings are also noted, 
for example: "I miss all of you... where did you go" (Amenta), during a one day 
lapse in postings. Similarly, John notes a four day lapse: "Where did everyone go? 
No postings since the 14th." 

Range of Communication Affordances Needed 

The SeniorNet case reveals a wide range of interactional rhythms across the 
different arenas for participation Chat rooms feel different than discussion 
roundtables, of course, but also each individual discussion roundtable has its own 
conventional pace and.style. Participants have their favorite places to be, and no one 
interacts in all of the possible settings. But many participants have several favorite 
places, and they adjust to the rhythms of different groups as they move among them. 

SeniorNet roundtables vary in topic (books, religion, health issues, history and 
policy, social chat), tone (intimate, informational, joking), frequency and volume of 
postings (from tens of messages each day to gaps of several days between single 

3 In this paper, we have attempted to contact everyone whom we have interviewed, or whose on-line posts we 
have used, to give them the option of using real screen names or pseudonyms when quoted When we have 
been unable to contact people, we have quoted their material with pseudonyms or no names. 
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messages), and media used (text, c'oior, graphics). Together, these differences 
contribute to a high level of expressiveness and a distinctive character for each 
group. For example, the SeniorNet Cafe on the Web is a high-volume, chatty place, 
with approximately several hundred, messages a day where posters go to see and be 
seen. It is a kind of centrally-located watering-hole for SeniorNet on the Web. By 
contrast, the AlAnon group on AOL is a place for relatives of alcoholics to gather 
and share long stories and mutual encouragement; the postings here are often 
separated by many hours or days, and the tone is both serious and supportive. 

This range of communication choices is useful in supporting the diverse needs 
of a community. It seems to us that one reason SeniorNet flourishes is that people 
can bring many facets of themselves to light—they can involve their "whole selves" 
in the SeniorNet community if they wish. It is not just a place for talking about 
professional or intellectual interests, hobbies, family crises, or physical ailments, or 
for talking in the daytime or in the middle of the night, or for quick chat or long, 
thoughtful debate—it can be all of these. People seem to draw on what they need 
and want at different times and diverse members can choose among the various 
options. Such a range of expressiveness helps people get to know others whom they 
are not interacting with face-to-face. The online technologies do not mimic face-to-
face interaction at all, but they are rich enough to allow people to say different 
things differently. 

Range is also important to support change within the community. SN oldtimers 
often mentioned that their needs and thus their participation had changed over the 
years. A likely path is starting with a light-weight roundtable such as the Cafe, 
dabbling with chat for a bit and then, in turn, concentrating on different roundtables. 
One AOL participant describes her path: 

"I have been a member of the Senwinet community for 7 years Many of those I originally met 
here are still active members. At first, it was the community center (chatroom) that interested 
me It seemed to me magical to be able to chat with people acwss the nation, and indeed 
become quite close to them I feel like it is a cocktail party with a variety of topics going on, 
and light social chitchat After a year or two, I found the forum more interesting ..primarily 
because topics of more depth could be discussed, and it permitted time for reflection I now 
participate in half-a-dozen of the message areas and rarely go into the chatroom " 

Two Modalities, Multiple Practices 

The SN members have taken tip the two principal communication modalities, 
roundtables and chat, and created a rich a diverse set of shared practices. Within 
roundtables, we first noticed that people frequently made "off topic" remarks, with 
the tacit approval of their fellow community members. Initially, it seemed to us that 
virtually nothing could be considered off topic—personal greetings showed up in 
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the book group, and complaints about junk phone calls showed up in the technical 
support group (and were followed up by constructive suggestions). But as we 
looked more carefully, it was clear that the practices of each group do steer people 
to certain forms of expression more than others. For example, both the SeniorNet 
chat room and the SeniorNet Cafe on the Web are lively social gatherings where 
light-hearted talk prevails. Few people discuss serious or troubling issues there, and 
one member commented that she goes to a particular roundtable to "dump" when 
upset, rather than the Cafe, though she is a well-known "regular" in the Cafe. 

Participants develop a sense of what is appropriate in each setting, according to 
its rhythm and other features. Although there are only two public SeniorNet chat 
rooms, one for the Web and one for AOL, they feel different at different times of 
day. In the evenings a large and cheerful group gathers to talk, and in the mornings 
a smaller, much quieter crowd appears. People either sort themselves into different 
temporal groups according to their own preferred social styles or they adapt to the 
patterns in effect at different times. An AOL chatter described the chat crowds this 
way: i . .. ,. 

"I've discovered that, like on America OnLme Senior Chat, theie are certain people that 
usually go on at certain times There's a morning group, an afternoon group, and then an 
evening group And they're all entirely different, for the most patt, different people, and they 
have different interests The evening people are, the late evening people, are very much into 
Singles' kinds of things and flirting on the Net, and that. And a little bit of whatever And that's 
not true so much of the morning. The morning people are a different group You very seldom 
have a group come on at six o'clock, in the morning and say, "Let's all jump in the hot tub " 
Whereas that's a very common practice at, say, twelve o'clock at night And I'm not a hot tub 
type pet son, so I don't, so I prefer the morning crew. Not that I have anything against their 
fantasies, but that's, it's just not mine." 

The differences between the Cafe and AlAnon or between morning chat and 
evening chat do not stem from any official rules, nor do they emerge from 
technology differences. The character of each place is developed through its own 
particular social patterns and conventions. Sometimes these conventions are 
implicit, as in the example of the Cafe regular going elsewhere to tell SeniorNetters 
about her troubles, and sometimes they are explicit. For example, some groups 
agree that graphics should not be used in their postings, because not everyone has 
the right software or modem speed to be able to see them. There are roundtables 
dedicated to sharing graphics, for those who can see and use them. 

Technology Affordances 

Though technology cannot account for all the differences in social rhythm, it does 
have a strong impact on expressiveness. Some modalities, such as chat, require 
participants to be co-present, and others,' such as roundtables, allow participants to 
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be far apart in time as well as space. The use of color in text is heavily used in Web 
messages, and it was quickly appropriated by AOL members when it became 
available to them part-way through our. study. 

Color interacts in an interesting way with the high volume and multi-threading 
of some groups. Some members use the technology affordance of a virtual 
"notepad," that they keep open for note-taking while reading a stream of messages. 
Then they post a bundled response with specific replies embedded within. Color is 
often used here to distinguish the embedded messages in a bundled note. 

In a sense, the particular technologies available for network communities are not 
the most important—the human infrastructure is far more crucial. There are 
examples of long-lived network communities built on very impoverished 
technologies. But even if members would make do with whatever building blocks 
they found (if they were sufficiently motivated and other community support 
mechanisms were present), it isn't enough to offer a random or impoverished 
collection of blocks. The need for a coherent set of building blocks was apparent 
when the SeniorNet Web site opened without a chat capability, though it did have 
many discussion roundtables. Until it was added, members reported that they went 
elsewhere on the Web to chat. Perhaps they needed and wanted chat because they 
knew it was out there somewhere, or perhaps they needed something lightweight 
and immediate to complement the more persistent conversations available in 
roundtables. 

One technology affordance still lacking from SN is mechanisms for background 
awareness. Lurking is an acceptable practice.on roundtables and is often cited as a 
way to get a feel for. the community as well as a strategy for managing time online 
(read more than write). But members comment of sometimes feeling disconnected 
in areas where they lurk as well as awkward when trying to break into a 
conversation. Background awareness of lurkers might help people make the jump 
from lurker to participant. 

Design Implications 

To design technology for a network community with rhythm in mind means 
offering diverse communication possibilities that can be used alongside one another 
or together. These modalities must also be presented in a way to allow appropriation 
and shaping by community members. This range is needed for a number of reasons: 
First, the range supports the inherent diversity in the community. Providing a 
spectrum of topics, interaction styles and rhythms allows a larger population of 
people to find the right match for their interests, personality, level of technical 
expertise and availability of time.. Diversity makes the community interesting and a 
place of continual learning. Without supporting this diversity, the community will 
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be too narrowly focused and will likely not thrive for any substantial period of time. 
Second, this range allows individual members to share parts of their whole identity 
in different forums. This flexibility encourages members to "try out" ways of 
participating, as well as providing a tractable way for members to share their 
various interests, concerns and personalities. Third, members can move through 
different stages of participation without dropping out of the community. We saw 
numerous examples of members keeping their connection with SeniorNet while 
partaking in different activities during their tenure. 

Movement from one modality or style to another must be straightforward and 
fluid to allow people to shift their attention and participation easily. Common 
interfaces and quick short-cuts between related forums allow members to easily 
shift between their areas of interest. While the various modalities support different 
modes of participation, they must still be part of one "place." Although SN 
members participate in numerous forums, they still referred to "going to 
SeniorNet." • i, 

While the SN community makes great use out of one technical building block, 
forums, there are other technical requirements. As was discussed, the members 
needed a realtime chat capability to support primarily light-hearted conversation 
amongst temporally-based groups.The SN study points to a positive model for the 
role of lurkers where lurking is an encouraged and acceptable practice. Nevertheless 
interfaces that support the shift from lurker to writer are needed For example, 
visibility of lurkers in real-time chat could help people initiate conversations In 
forums, "footprints" of readers could increase community awareness of silent 
members and the patterns of communication amongst the whole community. 
Finally, the technology must be reliable enough to support the development of 
predictable rhythms. 

Groupness and Community Development 

Communities of any kind are characterized by affinity and shared practices that 
create meaningful context and define the boundaries of the group (Kiesler 1997, 
Rheingold 1993). Our early work suggested that their cohesion was the result of a 
shared history, multilayered relations and contexts and a sense of "locality." In the 
case of SeniorNet, the sense of locality and cohesion of the community is 
maintained through the enabling networking technologies, as well as a rich history, 
dedicated members, age cohort affiliation, and a shared set of social conventions. 


