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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? " 

http://gatech.edu
mailto:adler@parc.xerox.com
mailto:charlotte_linde@irl.org


220 , . ' , , , 

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" 


