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ABSTRACT 

This thesis reports the process of creation and the subsequent computer-aided analysis of a large- 

scale corpus of Intemet Relay Chat (henceforth IRC). The corpus created fiom log files of 

several IRC sessions contains one million running words collected in ten IRC chat rooms or 

channels. For the analysis of the corpus, concordancing software was used to extract words and 

their fiequencies. 

A statistical anaiysis of some basic measures obtained with the concordancer yielded insights 

into the intemal structure of the corpus. For example, the data fiom one channel, i.e. a subcorpus 

of 100,000 words, was found to be significantly direrent fiom the othea. influences from dirty 

data could also be pinpointed due to the statistical analysis. 

The analysis of the corpus concentrated on features of IRC which have been identified by prior 

research in the field, including our own pilot studies. A special focus was placed on linguistic 

characteristics which are typically associated with casual spoken conversation. The analysis 

revealed that our corpus data generally supported claims made by prior research, however, using 

our corpus the patterns examined can now be quantified. Moreover, the analysis yielded massive 

evidence in support of the hypothesis that IRC interaction is more similar to casual spoken 

conversation than any traditional written genres. Furthemore, patterns of distinctive systematic 

linguistic variation were observed between groups of IRC channels. The applications for these 

fuidings in the corpus-based study of spoken interaction and variation studies are discussed in the 

concluding sections of this paper. 



CHAPTER l 

lNTRODUCTiON 

The explosive rise of the Internet during the last decade has broughi with it the 

emergence of a novel kind of communication that is made possible by the use of networked 

cornputers. Ceriainly the most popular variant of this cornputer-mediated communication, or 

CMC for short, is email. In just a few years it has evolved from an occupation of computer 

specialists and academics to a means ofrnass communication which is clearly illustrated by the 

eight million messages which are sent daily. A more recent development is the various so-called 

chat systems which have begun to appear throughout the Intemet. Starting with the creation of 

the first popular chat software called Intemet Relay Chat or IRC' in 1988, their use has seen a 

tremendous proliferation in recent years. 

There is virtually no major website which does not host its own website chat, almost no 

intemet service provider who does not make on-site chat programs available to its customers. 

Moreover, the technology has k e n  taken another step forward with the creation of instant 

messaging systems. First introduced by a small Israeli Company called 1CQ2, these programs 

have taken the Intemet by storm and now al1 the big playen offer their own versions such as 

' See appendix F for some samples of intemet Relay Chat. 

ICQ is an innovative spelling for '1 seek yod. 

1 
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yahoo! Messenger, MSN messenger, or AOL instant rnessenger. The newest development using 

this technology is a program which allows Intemet users who surf the same website to exchange 

comments while they browse the same pages. 

However, the original program, IRC, has not been replaced by its more recent relatives. 

On the contrary, its popularity continues to burgeon. This is proved by IRC user statistics, some 

of which are available online. For example, iRC-Net, one of several big IRC networks, counts 

between 40,000 and 60,0003 participants every day. In cornparison, in an article published just 

five years ago, Bechar-Israeli (1995) reports an average number of 8,000 usea on the IRC 

network. 

Shortly after its conception, researchen began exploring this new type of 

communication that was evolving on the Intemet. Researchers from a plethora of disciplines 

have been studying phenornena related to CMC ever since. Much work has been done in applied 

linguistics in order to assess the value of CMC for delivering distance education and enhancing 

language learning. Work in other branches of linguistics is more sporadic, especially in the area 

of synchronous CMC, i.e. sirnultaneous interactive CMC of which chat systems are a part. 

Studies in this area are mostly qualitative and based on the analysis of small databases of 

individual log files. 

The present study is designed to address this imbalance in linguistic research on 

synchronous CMC. The project encompasses the creation and analysis of a large scale corpus of 

Intemet Relay Chat, which continues to be the most popular chat system. The creation of the 

corpus can serve as a mode1 for later studies on synchronous CMC which choose a quantitative 

Source: http//statistixxs4all.nVpubtic/~itCnet.h~ 
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approach based on a large linguistic database. The analysis of the corpus will focus on linguistic 

characteristics of IRC which have been identified by pnor research. This research cornes from a 

variety of disciplines and includes work on other types of synchronous CMC, as well as my own 

pilot study (Doell 1997). The goal of the present study is to veriQ the claims made by this prior 

research about iexical, syntaciic and pragmatic conventions of ERC and arrive at a more detailed 

description thereof. Special emphasis in the analysis will be placed on the features of spoken 

language which many researchea have found for this type of written interaction. 

The thesis is structured as follows: the chapter following this introductory section 

includes a shon technical introduction to cornputer-mediated communication systems and a 

review of the research pertinent to the study at hand. Chapter three describes the study's 

methodology and the creation of the corpus of Internet Relay Chat. This is followed by a chapter 

descripting the corpus' basic statistics and their analysis. Chapter five focusses on the analysis of 

linguistic features in IRC which also occur in speech and writing. Chapter six reports the results 

of the analysis of IRC features which are associated exclusively with speech and chapter seven 

treats IRC-specific innovations. Finally, chapter eight contains implications for futw research 

as well as concluding remarks. 



CHAPTER 2 

RESEARCH REVIEW 

Technical introduction 

The following overview of research on CMC serves the purpose of establishing the 

traditional paradigms found in the field. A special focus will be placed on characteristics of CMC 

which have already been identified in the research and which will be investigated M e r  in this 

study. The technologies used for CMC are as varied as can be expected in the non-standardized 

world of computers. Therefore an introduction in the terminology and technology of CMC in 

general and IRC in particular is imperative at this point. 

Usually, CMC is grouped into sync hronous and async hronous foms. Asynchronous 

CMC is characterized by the provision to store messages. Thus the communicating parties do 

not have to be on-line simultaneously in order to receive each other's messages and 

communicate. in fact, considerable amounts of time can pass in-between communicative turns. 

Typical examples of this type of CMC are e-mail and newsgroups. 

Synchronous CMC, in contrast, is ephemeral and requires sirnultaneous on-line 

presence of al1 participants. IRC and Unix "taik" are examples of this type. However, as in other 

areas of networking technology, there is a strong a n d  towards convergence and that trend also 

applies to these two foms. More and more synchronous CMC technologies have integrated 
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features for asynchronous communication. MüDs (i.e. Multi-User Dungeons) and MOOs (i.e. 

MUD Object Oriented), for example, are usually used for synchronous interaction but they also 

have MUDmail which is an e-mail feature for al1 users of a particular MUD. Similarly, ICQ and 

other messaging systems of its kind were developed for synchronous communication but offer 

the oppornüiity to leave messages for users who are off-Iine. 

Another distinction can be drawn between one-way and two-way CMC. The former 

refers to systems which transmit the message whenever the user hits enter or a send button. The 

latter transmits whatever is typed on the participants' tenninals one keystroke at a time. Al1 

asynchronous forms of CMC naturall y fa11 into the one-way category whereas sync hronous CMC 

programs can use either technology. IRC and MOOs are one-way foms, üNiX "talk" and VAX 

"phone", on the other hand, are two-way systems (Herring 1999). 

CMC as an object of research is a fairly recent development starting in the mid-1980s. 

Since then, the field, like the technology of CMC, has experienced considerable expansion. 

Researchea fiom a variety of disciplines such as philosophy (Cicognani 1998), sociology (Bays 

1998, 1 999), ethnography (Murray), engineering (Wilkins 199 l), history (Reid 199 l), 

communication (Bechar-Israeli 1999), and linguistics (Lundstrom 1995, Werry 1996) have 

examined this new form of communication. Some researchers have used experimental 

methodologies (Ferrani et ai. 199 1, Condon & Cech 1996) and e-mail questionnaires (Lundstrom 

1995), whereas othea have chosen naturalistic observation (Bays 1999, Hemng 1999, Werry 

1996). 

The bulk of the research thus fat has focused on asynchronous CMC, probably because 

it is much more cornmon and more easily accessible for analysis than synchronous CMC. Due to 



the wide range of CMC technologies available for study, research on IRC is both relatively rare 

and cornes from a multitude of disciplines with a large variety of methodological approaches. In 

order to overcome these drawbacks the research overview will also include reievant work on 

similar types of synchronous CMC and work on [RC that was done in disciplines other than 

linguistics, such as sociology and ehogniphy. The linguistic studies of IRC, including my own 

pilot projects, will be covered last in the overview. 

In order to fully undentand the issues covered in these studies it is necessary to 

introduce some of the technological aspects of IRC Tint. IRC is a cornputer prognun originally 

written in 1988 by Jarrko Oikarinen as an enhanced version of existing Chat-programs like the 

Multi-User-Talk or MUT for short. The program allows the creation of hundreds of channels, 

which are a kind of virtual meeting room, on a server or a network of servers. h these channels 

people fiom al1 over the world who are Iogged onto the server with a so-called client pmgram 

can meet and communicate in groups or privately. 

Wotkstation with at Ieast a 
'i,' 2MbitInternetCo~ection ...J 

i 

Figure 1: A schernatic drawing of an iRC network 

Newer versions of the program aiso allow participants to exchange dataofiles over the 

Intemet. Some users of a channel, the operaton or ops for short, have access to speçial 
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comrnands. They can "kick", that is remove, and ban participants fiom the ~ h i h ~ e l  and modiq 

the channel properties, for example make it impossible for non-ops to change the channel topic. 

in iRC, it is a convention not to use one's real narne. Instead, every participant has one or more 

nicknames. Operaton have an "@" symbol in fiont of their nicknames to signal their special 

statu. When one joins a channel, hvo windorvs are displayed on the computer screen: a small 

one listing the nicknames of al1 the people who are currently in that channel, and a bigger one 

which displays the messages that the participants send to the IRC-server. This is where the group 

communication takes place. By clicking on a nicharne in the srnaller window one can open a 

new channel with that person. This is where private communications are held. The process of 

communication goes as follows: the participant types up the statement she wants to make on her 

computer. As soon as she hits enter, the message is sent to the IRC-server which then multiplies 

it and sends it to al1 the people currently present on the channel. This usually takes only a few 

seconds. Thus everybody is able to read what everybody else is saying on the channel. A 

communicative tum can extend over severai messages because people hit enter fiequently, thus 

splitting long sentences or thoughts. This allows the other participants can follow the 

conversation, and also the composition process more easily and respond faster. My Wmessage 

distinction follows the teminology of Denise Murray (1 99 1 a). 

A phenornenon that is widespread in iRC yet non-existent in traditional genres are the 

so-called emoticons. According to the Hypertext Webster's Dictionary's 19% jargon file, an 

emoticon is "[aln ASCII glyph used to indicate an emotional state in e-mail or news." It appears 

that emoticons were first introduced by SCOR Fahlman around 1980. They have since corne into 

cornmon use in CMC when one wants to convey information such as uony, surprise, or doubt 
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which, in speech, would be signaled by kinesic cues or suprasegmental featwes. In order to infer 

their meaning, one must tilt one's head 90 degrees (usually to the lefi) when looking at them and 

imagine that they symbolize a small face. Here are some examples: :-) ;-) >:( The first of the 

emoticons above would thus be read as 'a smiling face' the second as 'a winking face' the third 

as a frowning face and so forth. New kinds of emoticons are constantly created, even though th& 

meanings sometimes remain opaque to anyone but the inventor. 

Another particuiarity in IRC communication is the so-called "action command". When 

a participant wants to communicate some activity such as "1 am laughing my head off' to the 

channel, she cm use this command. She would type: " /me is laughing her head off.'' Her 

message would then be preceded by an asterisk followed by the her nickname, and, depending on 

the software parameten, might be displayed in a different colour. The example above would be 

converted into an action message which would look somewhat like this: *nickname is laughing 

her head off. 

When a message is preceded by three asterisks it is a systern message, which is 

automatically generated by the IRC program. These messages report, among other things, people 

changing their nicknames, people joining, leaving or king kicked off the channel. An example 

would be : * * * nic kname(email@address.de) has joined kyberchat. 

Any IRC user cm record al1 the conversations they participate in or watch by using the 

IRC client's log fûnction. This fbnction saves everything that scrolls across the participant's 

screen in an ASCn text file on the cornputer's bard drive. Such log files serve as observation 

data for many of the studies on CMC and IRC which are summarked in the following research 

overview. 



Ferrara et aï. (1991) 

ui their groundbreaking article Femira et al. descnbe an early study on synchronous 

CMC. The technology they examine is different Rom IRC in that it does not allow for one-to- 

many conversations nor does it have the RC-client programs extended command functions. 

Furthemore, Ferrara et al. do not observe naturally occurring interaction but use an experimental 

setup in which a conüolled group of subjects engage in what they cal1 interactive Written 

Discourse or IWD with a single recipient on a single topic. The subjects are 23 computer 

specialists and their spouses, the topic is travel arrangements and the audience is a travel advisor. 

During the observed 46 hours of cornputer conversation Ferrara et al. gather a corpus of about 

18,800 running words on which they base their analysis. 

They report three main results of this analysis. Firstiy, they conclude that IWD is a 

reduced register because their corpus contains forms of linguistic reduction such as: 

- omission of (unstressed) pronouns, especially subject pronouns 

- omission of articles, both the definite and the indefinite 

- omission of finite forms of the copula 

- shortening of words through use of abbreviations and syrnbols 

Fenara et al. suggest this reduction might be due to real-time production constraints or 

to an impression that the recipient of the message (like a baby or a foreigner) is somehow not 

fully competent in English . 



Ferrara et a1.k second finding is the hybrid status of the IWD register between spoken 

and written language. Using results fiom Biber's (1 988) workJ they identify several features 

typical of spoken language in IWD. These are the presence of fiat and second penon pronoms, 

wh-questions and yes/no questions. Additionally, they note the occurrence of informal spelling 

and colloquial usage. However, characteristic s t r u c t ~ . ~ s  of written language are also present in 

Ferrara et al's corpus. They observe "fiequent use of relative clauses, adverbial clauses, and 

subordination." ( F e m  et al. 1991, p. 24) and items of cataphoric reference besides. They 

conclude that IWD is a hybrid register which is at the sarne time interactive and edited. This 

conclusion poses a challenge to Biber's approach because interactive and edited are the opposite 

ends of one of his dimensions of register variation. 

nie third finding Ferrara et al. report is the state of flux in IWD conventions. They 

notice that their subjects are not consistent in their use of capitaiization at the begiming of 

messages and for proper nouns. Additionally, they find a high degree of individual variation, for 

example in the mean length of messages. Fertara et al. attribute these features of their corpus to 

the status of IWD as an emergent register, i.e. the noms of IWD have not been conventionalized 

to a degree where al1 members of the discourse cornmunity display more hornogenous linguistic 

behaviour. 

' In Biber's approach a large number of linguistic features are extracted from a 
giammatically tagged corpus and then counted for each genre or subcorpus in question. Then a 
factorial analysis is used to determine which features tend to co-occur or are more or less 
munially exclusive. The resulting feature clusters are cded dimensions and given labels such os 
'involved vs. infornational production', and 'narrative vs. non-narrative concerns' depending on 
the fhctions of the linguistic featwes included. The texts which are king anaiysed can then be 
localized dong these dimensions according to theù scores for that particular factor. nius, face- 
to-face conversations, for example, find themselves at the 'involved' end of Biber's fm 
dimension whereas "off?ciai'' documents are at the 'informational' end. 
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Based on their findings, Ferrara et al. corne to the conclusion that IWD is a rewarding 

subject of study for researchers interested in language variation and change. As an emergent 

register with unstable conventions, the features of IWD could provide insight into the process of 

register formation and acquisition. Ferrara et al. advance the hypothesis that IWD inherits most 

of its chrincteristics fkom registen such as poacardese, headlinese, telegraphese, and note taking. 

Also, according to Ferrara et al., IWD's position between typical written and spoken genres in 

combination with the daim that ' V i s  type of written communication will proliferate in the 

future" (p. 30) makes it likely that it will exert a strong influence on traditional writing styles. 

Murray, D. E. (1991a) 

Murray's article is an ethnographie account of the linguistic behaviour of a senior 

employee at a large cornputer Company. Murray employs a participant-observer methodology to 

describe the patterns of communication in a computerized workplace. Her work focuses 

predominantly on her subject's choice of medium for specific communicative purposes. 

However, it also includes a description of linguistic features found in the participants e- 

messages, i.e. when they employed the medium of synchronous CMC. The spoken 

characteristics Murray mentions as occwing in CMC are: active voice, personai pronouns, 

infornial diction, hedging, vagwness, paralinguistic cues, quotations, contractions, ellipsis, 

openings, closings, and tum-taking. The last three items pertain to the organization of the 

discourse and are, according to Mwray, realized differently than in spoken language. Murray 

States that turn-taking is more cornplex, adjacency pairs are missing, and openings and closings 
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are often completely absent. She also mentions features typical of written language such as 

technical terminology, the pronoun 'one', nominaiisation, attributive adjectives, complement 

clauses, and relative clauses. However, Murray fails to provide the statistics on which she bases 

these conclusions. 

Lundstrom, P. (1995) 

Lundstrom's paper evaluates the possible use of Internet Talkers, a MUD-like 

environment used for synchronous CMC, in teaching English as a foreign or second language. 

He cornes to the conclusion that integration of this particular text-only CMC program into an 

EFLESL curriculum is not advisable because the nature of the language encountered is nothing 

like standard English. In this context, his use of the terni communicative competence (Hyrnes 

197 l), which he interprets as being proficient in the standard English variety that is the alleged 

target language in ESUEFL courses, is problematic. Contrary to Lundstrorn's interpretation of it, 

Hymes' communicative competence is an urnbrella term which covers al1 aspects of language 

knowledge and use including non-standard usage. Lundstrom's conclusions are based on the 

analysis of an e-mail questionnaire and of a log taken during a 24 hour period on a t;iUIer. The 

corpus text contains around 80,000 words, roughly two thirds of which are computer messages 

and the other third is user generated. 

Lundstrom groups the linguistic characteristics he fmds under the following heachgs: 

reconstruction of affect, disambiguation, and speed. Under the fïrst heading Lundstrom lists the 
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devices used to convey emotional content. He finds that action cornmands, emoticonss, creative 

capitalization, multiple exclamation and question marks, reduplicated letten, astensks, brackets, 

and vocalizations al1 serve this purpose. 

Under the second heading, Lundstrom claims that the poverty of context in the Talker 

causes participants to use a relatively narrow range of vocabulvy in order to avoid mbiguity. 

Unfortunately, Lundstrom does not elaborate his argument and it is not clear how a reduction in 

vocabulary would disarnbiguate the communicative intent of the speakers. If anything, one would 

expect an increase in arnbiguity when a limited vocabulary is used to express semantically 

complex ideas. In the context of this disarnbiguation argument, Lundstrom reports that a small 

number of verbs accounted for a large nurnber of messages. This finding is somewhat 

problematic because the actual fiequencies are not reported and such a distribution is quite 

normal for any but the most technical texts. Lundstrom also mentions high fiequencies of the 

following items: 

- first penon singular, second peaon singular and plural pronouns 

- the indetinite pronouns <anyone> and ~ y b o d y >  

- the demonstrative pronouns <thau and <this> 

- the possessives <me>, <my>, and <your> 

- the articles <a> and <the> 

- wh-questions with C w h a ~ ,  <why>, <how>, <where> 

- the modai <cm> 

- the conjunctions <and>, <buU, and <or> 

See the technical introduction for a description of emoticons 



- the prepositions <to>, <in>, and <from> 

Again Lundstrom does not supply the fiequencies for the words listed. 

Under the third heading of speed Lundstrom treats several features that he attributes to 

the need to communicate with as few keystrokes as possible. Firstly, there are numerous 

abbreviations in his corpus. Secondly, he observes the use of macros, short computer programs 

which display a preprogrammed sentence or expression when a special combination of keys is 

hit. Thirdly, he finds a tendency for simplification on a syntactic level through omission of 

auxiliary, determiner, and subject. He also finds this trend at the level of spelling and 

punctuation exemplified by fiequent typos. sentence initial lower case, omission of sentence final 

period and generally a disregard for conventional spelling. Finally, a very useful part of 

Lundstrom's snidy are the appendices. They provide the detailed results of Lundstrom's e-mail 

questionnaire and additionally lists of nichames, abbreviations, and emoticons. 

Colbt, M. & Belmore, N. (1996) 

In their study Collot Br Belmore apply Douglas Biber's Multi-Feature/Multi- 

Dimensional or MF/MD6 approach to their 100,000 word corpus of "electronic language" as it is 

used in an htemet usegroup. In the field of CMC this study is unique because of the large range 

of linguistic features that it includes in the analysis. However, the statiaical daîa for these 

features are then collapsed into six dimensions by the factorial analysis of Biber's approach so 

uiat they cannot serve as a basis of cornparison between my corpus of synchronous CMC and 

See footnote 3 for details of Biber's MD/MF approach. 
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Collot & Belmore's corpus of asynchronous CMC. They mention that their corpus contains an 

extraordinarily high frequency of 1 st and 2nd person pronoms, hedging, contractions, and 

ampli fiers, features which have also been found by other researchers for other forrns of CMC 

(Lundstrom 1995, Ferrara et al. 199 1 ). 

Wilkins, H. (1991) 

Wilkins studies 377 entries in a publicly accessible 'topic', which is an asynchronous 

computer messaging system similar to a newsgroup but with the capability for synchronous 

conversations. Thus her data contains a mixture of synchronous and asynchronous material. She 

addresses the question of whether or not "this traditionally oral activity - interactive discourse - 
now in graphic form" (Wilkins 1991 5 7 )  would inherit its conventions fiom the written or 

spoken end of the discourse spec tm.  

She finds that tum-taking mechanisms that have been identified in oral conversation 

were not applied in her data. instead, the means for signalhg a response to a previous topic and 

the person it is addressed to are "taken from the conventions of written language in informa1 

letten and memos." (Wilkins 1991 :63) Examples of these means are the abbreviation r e ,  the 

identification of the addressee by full narne, and the number of the message which is responded 

to . 
Next, Wilkins discusses the means for topic maintenance she fmds in ber corpus. She 

states she "had littie difficulty following, reading and correctly interpreting a log of computer 

conversation in which [she] did not participante." (Wiikins 1991:64) She attributes this in part to 
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fiequent lexical repetition as a means of creating textual cohesion. in contrast, orai discourse 

relies more heavily on pronouns to the same effect. As a second factor she mentions the large 

degree of shared cultural knowledge between the discussion's participants who were al1 North- 

American and mostly associated with the Presbyterian Church. 

Wilkins finds several other features typically associated witli spoken discourse in her 

corpus. In 1 1 % of the entries participants explicitly stated paralinguistic features. These were 

phrased as direct statements of physical actions such as grinning or ducking, and put in brackets 

like stage directions. An exemplary quote would be: "we consider trying to make Unison a 

church for the tax advantages but (sighs) we did'nt think the iRS would buy it" (Wilkins 

199 1 :66). 

Furthemore Wilkins notes a high degree of involvement in her corpus which had been 

found characteristic of oral texts by Biber. Ego involvement is represented by the high incidence 

of first person pronouns in 63% of the entries in the corpus. Involvement with the audience was 

expressed by the use of second person pronouns or names in 56% and the occurrence of 

questions in 2 1% of the entries. Additionally, devices signaling lively interest such as 

exaggeration, exclamation, expressive vocabulary and vivid particles were also present in 

Wilkins' corpus. 

FinaUy, Wilkins mentions two more features associated with oral discourse that occur in 

her data: disfluencies and innovative use of language. The first refen to phenornena such as 

hesitations, fdse starts, and the adding of afterthoughts. Incidentally, Wilkins' exarnples for 

these also display signaihg of prosodic features through use of capitalization and punctuation. 

As an example of imovation in language she cites a play on words in her corpus. 
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Wilkins concludes that her sample shares more characteristic features with traditional 

spoken/unplanned/involved discourse than with dtten/edited/informationd texts. She advances 

the hypothesis that this oral chatacter contributes to the strong feeling of comrnunity that the 

participants reported in her study. Possibly, this is enhanced by the fact that the informal, oral 

features occur in the written medium. 

Bechar-Israeli, H. (1995) 

Bechat-Israeli's study examines the use of nicknames or 'nicks' on IRC. She raises 

several issues about the importance of nicknames for the construction of identity in the text-only 

medium of IRC and establishes a typology of nicknames. The database for her categorization is 

23 1 nicknames she collected fiom her logs of IRC conversations on two channels. First she 

introduces 16 groups of nicks, which she then refines to the following seven: 

- people using their real narne 

- sel f-related narnes 

- names related to medium, technology and their nature 

- names of flora, fauna, and objects 

- play on words and sounds 

- names related to figures in film, literature, fairy tales and famous people 

- names related to sex and provocation 

The vast majority of nicknames she examines, namely 45%, fdl into the category of 

self-related names. Names of flora, fauna, and objects corne second with ody 16% and sex & 
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provocation, with 3%, is the smallest category. Bechar-IsraeIi argues that nicknames in IRC 

constitute a worthy object of study because they represent the online personality of users 

condensed into one word. Therefore users apply considerable care, creativity and i~ovat ion  

when they establish their nicknames. 

Bays, H. (1999) 

Bays uses a socio-cognitive approach in her examination of framing and face on IRC. 

She finds that due to the lack of a situational frame based on physical copresence, people on IRC 

mut  constnict a frame of their own. The h i n g  on IRC is modeled after the community 

metaphor and the concept of a physical room. Bays observes an occasional overcompensation 

for the lack of physicality. This is expressed in exaggerated descriptions of actions and events 

that do not occur in real life. 

Face in Bays' study is defined as the positive social value a penon places on henelf. 

Bays Ends that people in IRC, as in spoken conversations, do a lot of facework. That is, 

participants of IRC catefully create and shape their oniine identities. Also, a set of social 

conventions has been established and violations of these noms are reprimanded. As examples of 

the above, Bays elaborates on the creativity of IRC nicknames, the consistency of the online 

personas' taik, the repair or reproval of face threatening acts and the distribution of virtuai gih.  
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Lunsford, W. (1996) 

In his study of tum-taking organization in IRC, Lunsford utilizes the mode1 proposed by 

Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson in 1974 and applies it to IRC. His conclusions are based on the 

analysis of the logs of four 15 minute IRC conversations. Lunsford Ends that aithough tum- 

taking occurs, Le. speakers altemate, IRC technology imposes specific adaptations on the 

mechanisms at work. For example, due to the fact that the IRC-server automatically displays the 

messages in the order it receives hem, there is neither speaker selection nor overlap in the 

conversation. Therefore repair mechanisms do not exist since turn-taking erron cannot occur 

and all foms overlap are manifested as separate turns. Furthemore, the technology enables the 

user to participate in multiple simultaneous conversations. Lunsford notes that messages tend to 

be short, that screen names are used to direct utterances to their addressee, and that gaps regularly 

occur between tums and between messages and responses. Lunsford identifies 

miscornmunication due to physical distance and backchanneling as issues for M e r  research. 

Weny, C.C. (1996): 

Werry's is the ody  study which addresses linguistic and interactive features of tRC 

specifically. It is based on logs of two ten minute conversations in two channels. M e r  a 

description of some generai characteristics of IRC conversation, such as the absence of turn- 

taking mechanisms and overlap, Weny examines conventions of addressivity. He finds that the 

intended addrcssee's name is ofien put at the beginning of a message. He interprets this 

convention as an attempt to avoid ambiguity. However, he also notes that the convention is 
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dropped when addressing the entire population of the roorn or when the intended addressee is 

made sufficiently clear by the context. 

Next, Werry mats abbreviation phenornena which according to him result fiom factors 

such as screen size, average typing speed, minimal response times, cornpetition for attention, 

channel population, and the Pace of channel conversations. A1 these in conjunction lead to the 

observed abbreviations. For example, the average length of message in Weny's corpus is around 

six words. Furthemore, Weny mentions a fiequent use of syntactically reduced forms, 

acronyms, symbols, and clipping of words. As evidence for the first he reports a high incidence 

of subject pronoun deletion and reduction, particulatly for fim and second person pronouns. For 

the three others he quotes examples of comrnonly used intemet acronyms such as 'Iol", 

emoticons, and the abbreviation of participants' names and words to the least number of letters 

possible. Yet another way of compensating for the medium's restrictions is the use of macros, 

that is, phrases that are stored and can be displayed instantly by pressing a succession of certain 

preprogrammed keys. 

Furthemore, Werry examines the imitation of intonation and paralinguistic cues 

through creative use of capitalization, punctuation, and spelling. Capitalization most ofien 

signals stress and volume, periods and hyphens signal pauses, and reduplication of letten sipals 

drawn-out or expressive intonation. In this context Werry also notes that IRC tends to k highly 

colloquial. He States: "[c]olloquial verbalizations and non-standard spelling appear to be self- 

consciously selected in preference to 'standard' linguistic expressions." (Weny 199657) 

7Lol = Laughing out loud 
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Lady, Werry explores the RC-conventions by which participants use words and 

images to symbolize gesturai aspects of face-to-face interaction. Such descriptions of physical 

activities are usually preceded by an asterisk in iRC. Werry notes that users have different 

preferences in the two channels he observes as to which activities are thus enacted. Werry aiso 

mentions speciai programs that dlow users to display graphicd images consisting of ASCII 

characten and other software, the so called 'bots', these pose as iRC participants and cm be 

prompted to participate in the conversation by, for example, quoting famous writers or entries 

fkom a dictionary. 

Weny concludes that the linguistic and interactive features he encountered function to 

compensate for and adapt to the constraints of the medium and that "communication on IRC is 

shaped at many different levels by the drive to reproduce or simulate the discursive style of face- 

to-face spoken language." (Werry 1 W6:6 1) 

Paolillo, J. (1999) 

Paolillo studies the speech community of an IRC~hannel called #india. Based on the 

log of a 24 hour period on that charnel he conducts a social network analysis. This analysis was 

developed by sociolinguists and it correlates linguistic variables with network ties. Network ties 

is a concept which designates the relative closeness of people to each other. Frequency of 

contact is one way to diffetentiate between strong and weak social network ties. Paolillo points 

out that, unlike in real life communities, RC offers the researcher the unique possibility to 

exactiy quanti@ and measure the contacts the participants have with each other. 
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The speaker and the addressee cm usually be identified very easily in IRC. This was 

done for Paolillo's corpus and over 6,000 Iines of text were then entered into a database 

accordingly. A statistical program was uxd  to establish the social network ties. Finally, the 

following five linguistic variables were assessed and correlated with the social network database: 

- use of Hindi 

- use of 'u' for 'you' 

- use of 'r' for 'are' 

- use of '2' for 's', especially in word final position 

- use of obscenities 

Paolillo finds that use of Hindi is the in-group variable for the most central group of 

participants with the strongest network ties. The use of obscenity seems more popular in groups 

that contain many operators, probably due to the fact that this practice would result in the 

rernoval fiom the channel for normal participants. The other linguistic variables are distributed 

in other locales of the social network and do not correlate with any particular group of speakers. 

Paolillo concludes that linguistic variables in iRC do not map ont0 social networks in a simple 

and straightforward way. A major shortcoming of Paolillo's study is the failure to provide a 

reason for the choice of the variables which are examined. Three of them are iRC-specific 

spellings, one is a code switch, and no working definition of what the researchea count as 

obscenity is given in the article. 
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Doell, W. (1997) 

My 1997 examination of German and English IRC channels is one of the pilot studies 

for the present work. The bases for my analysis were logs from a German speaking, an English 

speaking and a GermanEnglish bilingual channei. The corpus contained approximately 140,000 

words. A detailed anaiysis of three 50 message passages h m  each channel was combined with a 

quantitative analysis of the entire log files using the 'wconcord' concordancing software. 

For the examination of the passages there were four levels of analysis: lexis, 

orthography, grammar, and discourse. The following table summarizes the findings in these four 

realrns: 

1 Orthography 1 non-standard spelling, capiialization & punctuation signal prosody, 1 
I 

Discourse 1 no tum-taking d e s ,  no interruptions, addressivity, greeting routines J 

phonological spelling 

Gramrnar 
L 

Onomatopoeia in the above table refer to attempts at making paralinguistic sounds 

graphically visible. An example would be the use of 'hehe' to syrnbolize laughter. Phonological 

spelling is attempts to write things the way they are pronounced especially in a dialect variety. 

The mean length of the messages in the analyzed sample ranged between 3.2 and 4.3 words. 

These observations largely concur with similar studies on synchronous CMC. Some differences 

between the Geman and English channels were observed but they were mostly limited to the 

lexical level. 1 concluded that IRC is a register that is quite similar to spontaneous conversation 

omissions, contractions, no subordination or passives 
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and that the use of IRC as data is cheap and easy to implement. Moreover, the study of IRC-talk 

offers a unique possibility to observe communicative acts in their entirety. 

Doell, W. (1999) 

Ln the preliminary phase of the present study, an initial pilot corpus of approximately 

100,000 running words was created from 16 IRC log files. These logs were recorded h m  six 

channels simultaneously over a period of four days. Several exemplary wconcord word searches 

were nui on the pilot corpus. It was determined that a corpus of that size would be too srna11 to 

meaningfully study linguistic phenornena, especially at the syntactic level of andysis. 

Furthemore, in order to shorten the period of data collection and to diversi& the data sources, it 

was decided to include four more LRC-channels. 

Then, using the same procedure, a second pilot corpus of about 600,000 nuuiing words 

fiom ten different channels was established. However, the differences in file size for the channel 

logs proved to be a major hindrance in the statistical analysis of the corpus data. Crucial 

measurements such as typeltoken ratios are dependent on the sarnple length. To render the 

cornparison of subcorpora more practical, a standardized sample text length had to be instituted. 

Up to that point the collection of data fiom ail the channels had always been conducted 

simultaneously because it was thought that the time of recording might be a significant variable. 

However, since the amount of data that can be collected on the different channels t h u g h  a 

certain time varies greatly, this approach had to be altered in order to arrive at a staudardized 

sarnple length. Prior to the change in collection method, it was ascertained that the t h e  when 
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the data is logged does not affect the linguistic makeup of the sample. This was done by running 

a series of t-tests on the pilot corpus files using a size-independent variable, namely the number 

of words per message. The results of these tests showed no significant differences for the data 

not recorded at the sarne time and on the same day. Thus it was clear that the simultaneous data 

collection could be safely abandoned. T'he final method of data collection will be discussed in 

detail in the methodology section after the following brief summary of the research discussed. 

Summa y 

Research on IRC is rather scarce. This is in part due to the relative novelty of the 

technology and in part to a general tendency in the field to study CMC in its asynchronous forms. 

Moreover, much of the research on CMC and IRC is done in disciplines other than linguistics. 

The bulk of studies adopt sociological and ethnographical approaches and study aspects of 

cornrnunity building, construction of on-line identity and other processes of social interaction (for 

exarnple: Reid 199 1, Bays 1998). Of the papers discussed above, only three beside my own pilot 

studies specifically examine linguistic aspects of IRC. Lunsford (1996) studies turn-taking 

mechanisms, Paoli110 (1 999) focuses on language variation and Weny (1996) gives an overview 

of the distinguishing linguistic and interactional feanires of R C  supported by examples fiom his 

personal logs. Their studies, combined with research on other forms of synchronous CMC 

(Murray 199 1 a, Ferrara et al. 199 1, Wilkins 199 1, Lunàstrom 1995, Collot & Belmore 1 W6), 

make it possible to identm several common fields of interest: use of pronouns or, more generally 

put, use of deictic items; use of features that occur kquently in casual speech; creative 

Uiwvations such as abbreviations or non-standard speiling; features inherent in the technology 
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such as special turn-taking conventions, nichames or the use of action messages. It is these 

areas identified in prioc research which will constitute the main focus of the analysis of the 

CIRC. 



CHAPTER 3 

Data collection and corpus organuation 

The log function of the client software d R C  version 5.4 1 was used for the collection of 

language data for the corpus of IRC. The researcher joined the selected IRC-channels and 

recorded the ongoing interactions without participating himself. Ln IRC, being present without 

taking part in the chat is called 'lurking'. Therefore 1 dubbed this method of data collection 

"lurking & logging". Conversations were logged in 10 different channels on 5 different IRC- 

networks. Somewhat less than half the log files were taken fiom the second pilot corpus which 

was recorded in May 1999. The rest, especially for the channels with less tdEc overall and 

those with peak hours after midnight, was logged during September 1999. As described above 

and in the research review, the CIRC is the product of a process involving several pilot corpora 

and studies. This procedure of gathering a corpus, then analysing it, then collecting a more 

refined corpus, subsequent analysis of this second corpus and so on and so forth is called cyclical 

corpus design. It is strongly advocated by Biber (1993) in order to ensure exact sarnpling and a 

high degree of representativeness. 

Using the word count featrne in the 'concordancer for windows v.3.0' soAwace, the log 

files were then split into the corpus files containhg approximately 5,000 words each. Note that 
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for the cornputer software "word" was defined mechanistically as any string of letters between 

two spaces. Due to the creative use of punctuation on IRC it was necessary to disable punctuation 

as a word boundary indicator in the Wconcord program . The size of 5,000 words for each 

corpus file was chosen for several reasons. The designs of the three classic English language 

corpora, the London-Oslo-Bergen (LOB), the Brown, and the London Lund Corpus (LLC) al1 

adopted sample text size limits of several thousand words. The first two are corpora of written 

English and have a 2,000 word lirnit, and the third is a corpus of spoken English and has a 5,000 

word b i t .  It has k e n  shown that larger sample texts do not yield significantly more accurate 

results (Biber 1993). Since the CIRC would be inflated by some amount of dirty data, e.g. 

computer generated messages, and because previous research indicated that IRC was quite 

similar to speech, it was decided to follow the example of the London Lund Corpus. 

Consequently, the CIRC contains twenty 5,000-word files for each of the ten logged ' 

channels. This yields a total corpus size of slightly more than one million m i n g  words. Again, 

this follows the tradition of the three classic corpora mentioned above which al1 adopt the exact 

sarne size. Each of the 200 CRC files was assigned a coded name which contains the IRC- 

network, the charnel name, the original log file number, and the passage's location in the 

original log file. Following a standard procedure in corpus linguistics the data was stored exactly 

in the fom it was collected, Le.. as ASCII text files. The researclier did not add, exclude or alter 

any of the linguistic material in the data. This clean-policy (Sinclair 199 1 :21) is adopted for two 

reasons. Firstly, this is done in order to facilitate accessibility to corpora which rnight have been 

designed for a single research purpose but can be used in other projects with different priorities 

and perspectives if the original data remains untouched. Secondly, there is no standardized way 
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of coding corpus texts yet. Therefore it is vital that any alterations made to the original data are 

reversible should the need arise to transfer the corpus into standard code. 

In order to minimize the collection of dirty, Le. computer generated data, most system 

messages were suppressed during the logging process. Exceptions were system messages which 

are instigated directiy by the users and which contribute essentiai dues for the study of IRC 

interaction. These are: nicknames changes, kicks, and the changing of the channel topic. 

Incidentally, the first two of these three are impossible to remove with the mIRC client software 

anyway. This highlights their importance in helping participants interpret IRC discoune. 

Channel selection 

There is a large variety of IRC-channels, often more then ten thousand per server on the 

larger networks, and choosing a sample of ten which was to be representative required the 

deveiopment of some general criteria. First of dl, the channels which were logged were al1 large 

by RC-standards with at least 25 participants at any time of day. This was done in order to 

ensure a speedy data collection and also to avoid getting too much notice as an outsider. 

Although the large majority of IRC-channels is publicly accessible and strangers corne and go at 

al1 times, the smaller the group of participants, the more likely they are to notice and negatively 

sanction a non-participating inmider. Being kicked off the channel constantiy would have 

rendered the data collection process, especially the goal of at least 5,000 words pet session, 

extrernely dificult. 

Another difficulty in the selection process was the decision of which kind of channel to 

log. Out of the multitude of chanwls, two main categories can be distinguished. There are 
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channels which focus on social interaction and others which are used mainly for the exchange of 

data or information. In the former category, one wouid find channels narned after social 

activities such as #cyberchat, #party, #fiends or kybercafe, channel names which have a 

national, regional or local significance, such as #uk or #london, channel names which indicate 

that they are kquented by a certain audiencc such as #ovefi0 or #ircnewbies and a plethora of 

others narned after their founder, a hobby, stars, TV series etc. 

In the latter category you would find channels where people trade software, mp3 music 

files, or pictures and also channels in which certain information can be obtained, such as chamel 

#help, #linux, or #rnIRCScripts. It is important to keep in mind the fact that an absolute control 

of the kind of interaction which is being recorded is not possible. Although the permanent 

channel names declare a channel's general topic or characteristic, nothing can stop participants 

fiom doing something entirely diflerent. A channel with a local focus such as #berlin might very 

well be used to trade software for example. Nevertheless, the channel name is usually a fairly 

good indication of the kind of interaction that is occuming in the chat-room. 

Charnels which were obviously used for trading were not included in the corpus 

because the linguistic interaction in these channels is minimal. Furthemore, logging and 

analyzing these sometimes illegal activities would be unethical. Since the main focus of the 

present study is casual conversation, four channels with general chat names were selected. These 

were: kheers, kyberchat, #beginnen, and #chat-world. #begi~ers  is a channel for newcomers 

to IRC where they can try out the new medium in a fiiendly and helpfùl atmosphere. It was 

included as a chat-channel but it is interesting in its own right to examine how newcomers 

respond and adapt to the new communicative context they enter. 
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Since one of the pilot studies (Doell 1997) and some prior research (Weny 1996) had 

investigated channels with geographic channel names and found significant variation among 

them, it was decided to M e r  pursue this research interest. Naturally, the channels selected for 

a corpus of IRC-English had to be English speaking. What is more, in order to Mly explore the 

extent of English language variation in RC, the two nationai channels sclected were neither 

British nor US-Arnerican but channels #canada, and #australia. Unfortunately, the South Afncan 

channels al1 failed to reach the cntical mass of participants necessary for the study. Furthemore, 

two channels named after urban centen in Austraiia were chosen in order to afso capture 

linguistic variation at a more local level. These channels were #meIbourne and #perth. Finally, in 

order to achieve a well-rounded corpus, two more channels whose topics indicated more of a 

focus on the exchange of information and ideas were selected. These were #help and 

#philosophy. The former is a channel where a group of regulars offers advice to anyone who 

cares to ask. Naturally, most of the information exchanges in this channe1 center around 

cornputer technology in general and IRC in particular. The latter is a virtual meeting place for 

people inclined to discuss philosophical ideas in a more or less serious manner. However, it is 

not an academic forum. Both channels are also used, dbeit to a lesser degree than the others, for 

social interaction. 

Privacy 

It has been pointed out (Reid 1991) that although iRC-usea use Ricknames, that does 

not lead to real anonymity on the chat network. Regulars are known in their respective 

communities and tend to keep their nicknamefs. This situation has been tenned pseudonymy. 
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People are well known under their pseudonym and thus can be identified by their online 

communication partnen. in order to protect IRC-usen' privacy, the policy in this study is to alter 

al1 pseudonyrns and not to disclose on which IRC-networks the channels were recorded. The 

channel names themselves will be used since they provide important clues as to the 

conversational content and the group makeup of the respective IRC-comunities. 

Population 

A detailed description of the IRC-user population is somewhat dificult to establish due 

to the fact that users usually remain anonymous on the network. However, since IRC-users form 

a subgroup of the Internet population, it can safely be assurned that they share a lot of 

characteristics with the latter. Despite falling cornputer and connection prices, the lntemet is still 

largely an f la ir  of the well-to-do, educated upper and middle class%uhite male and dominated 

by Anglo-American culture and the English language9. That the sarne holds tnie for IRC is 

supported by the few available user surveys for IRC and similar synchronous CMC media For 

example, an online s w e y  on IRC use conducted by Mary Lynn Hyrnan found that al1 the 

respondents had at least some college educationI0. An article by Kai Seidler on 'Relay Parties' in 

Gemany mentions that only an estimated 20% of IRC-users are womenl' and in Phoenix 

Source: American government m e y  at: http:/lwww.ntiadoc.gov/ntiahome/fttn99/ 

57% of people accessing the Intemet are native speakers of English 
(http:/lwww.euromktg.com/globstats/) 

'O See survey at: httpYhome1 .gte~et/*e/NewPage?.htm 

See article at: http:///oswald.pages.de/chat/fps/ 
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Lundstrom's (1995) survey on talkea 37% of respondents were female. More recent consumer 

sweys  show that the males' lead in this area is certainly shrinking. The American Intemet User 

Survey" puts the gender ratio of online adults for 1999 at 53% men vs. 47% women. The 

average age of users, accordhg to Lundstrom and Hyman, lies around 25 years. The range of 

ages is probably considerable. One of the users in my corpus clairns to have been on IRC since 

he was 12 and as there are also channels that are narned 40+, 50+ etc., a significantly older 

population is indicated. 

Study organization 

The goal of this study is to evaluate existing daims about the nature of IRC talk and to 

achieve a more detailed description thereof. To this end the study will reexamine characteristics 

of IRC which have been identified in prior research using the CIRC. It will also focus on 

problem areas in the existing description of IRC talk and will explore some newly identified 

phenomena. The overall perspective will be shaped by the hypothesis that iRC language shares 

characteristics with the language of spontaneous, casual conversation. Therefore the features that 

are to be studied will be assigned to one of three categories. These will a h  be reflected in the 

division into chapters, namely chapten five, six and seven correspond to these three categories. 

The following table gives an overview of these categories and some examples. 

I2 Source: hnp://www.cybeidialogue.com/~eedatdindex.html 



r 

1 deictics 1 backchanneling 1 innovative spelling 1 

Cornparison 

ellipsis 

leave- taking 

The 'comparison' category will include the features for which a direct comparison 

between spoken and written language is possible. For example, the occurrence of ellipsis, 

deictics, and conventions of greeting. Due to the large variety of these features this part will 

make up the buk of the detailed analysis. Featwes of IRC- talk which do not occur in traditional 

written genres but clearly mimic characteristics of casual conversation will be treated in the 

'ersatz' category. The most important item in this category will be the use of emoticons in IRC 

which replace the kinesic dues of face-to-face interaction. The IRC-features which occur neither 

in traditional spoken nor written genres but which reflect the IRC-usen' linguistic innovation and 

creativity will be included in the last category. Such playful alterations and innovations have 

been found to be characteristic for spoken language rather than written genres where they occur 

only rarely, for example in poeûy or in informal letters between close fiiends. The distinctions 

made above are a heuristic tool and not absolute categories. This can be illustrated by a 

borderline case. Attempts at phonetic spelling can be seen as an 'ersatz' phenornenon when they 

are used to express in writing what would be suprasegmental information in speech for example. 

At the same time they may be interpreted as expressions of linguistic creativity. Where these 

borderline cases occur their special status will be mentioned. 

Ersatz 

emoticons 

phonetic spelling 

I~ovation/Creativity 

neologisms 

nickname formation 



CHAPTER 4 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Before a detailed analysis of the language material in the CIRC can be undertaken, it is 

vital to describe some fundamental characteristics of the data found in the corpus. Furthemore, 

a set of statistical tests will be run on some basic measurements extracted fiom the CIRC- This 

will yield more insight into the intemal makeup of the corpus and provide some working 

hypotheses as to the amount and distribution of Iinguistic variation that will be encountered in 

the data. 

Basics 

As explained above, the CIRC consists of 200 text files - twenty for each of the ten 

channels selected for study. The files have a standardized length of appmximately 5000 words 

(margin of error 4%). The average length of the tiles lies at 5004 words. This margin of e m r  is 

the result of a standardization process which preserved the integrity of messages. 

Six basic measures were taken for each file. These are: 

- the number of words or tokeas per file 

- the number of types (multiple occurrences of a word or token are ody counted as 

one) per file 



- the number of standard messages (composed by IRC participants and preceded by 

their nickname in brackets) per file 

- the number of action messages (composed by participants and preceded by an 

astensk) per file 

- the number ofsystem messages (generated by the IRC client soha re )  per file 

- the number of hapactes legornena (words that occur only once) per file 

From these six basic measures, four derived measures were calculated. Adding the 

figures for standard, action, and system messages yielded the total number of messages. This 

allowed for the calculation of the number of words per message which is the second derived 

measure. Additionaily, the typdtoken ratio was calculated. The number of hapax legomena was 

divided by the number of words per file and then multiplied by one thousand in order to calculate 

the fiequency of hapax legomena per thousand words. The following table shows the channel 

averages for the six basic and four derived measures". Figure 2 displays the channels means for 

standard, action and system messages as a stacked 100% bar graph. 

Table: averages for the ten channels: 

Name Words Types <*> te* Hapax Total M WIM TK Hap%o 
me1 -5003.55 1329.75, 641.4 64.65-106.15 759.15 812.2 6.1872 0.2657 151.72 
pet 5004.3 1448.25 732.35 59.85 66.85 871.7 859.05 5.9124 0.2894 t74.19 

- - - 

13See appendix A for the table of variables for the 200 CIRC Mes. 



lcha 1 5003.91 1404.51 749.551 73.1 1 44.1 1 823.25 1 866.751 5.79581 0.28061 164.521 
Legend: <*> = standard messages; * = action messages; *** = system messages; T/T = typehoken ratio; 

Total M = total number of messages; W/M = average number of words per message; HapIM = HapaxMille = 

Hapax Legomena per thousand words. Channels: me1 = #meIbourne; per = #perth; cm = #canada; che = #cheen; 

cyb = kyberchat; hel = #help; aus = #australia; phi = #philosophy; beg = gbeginners; chzt = #chat-world 

Figure 2: Channel means for standard, action and system messages 

A brief look at these very basic statistics can already reveal several things. For example, 

both #help and #philosophy, the two informational channels, score very low for action and 

system messages and very high for the number of words per message. This might indicate 

linguistic similarities in the talk in these channels despite their distinctly different subject 

matters. The channel #beginners has a high average for the number of words pet message, which 

rnight mean that newcomen to IRC compose longer messages than regulars. Lastly, clearly 

observable in figure two, the channel helboume has the highest number of system generated 

messages, which might be the cause for its low scores on the typehoken and hapadmille 
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At this point, an explanation of these two measures is in order. The typehoken ratio is 

the classical measure of lexical density in corpus linguistics. The rationde behind this concept is 

that words which occur fiequently are either grammatical items such as 'the', and 'to', or they are 

words with very broad, general meanings such as 'thing' and 'way'. Words with very specific or 

even specialized meanings, such as 'prototype' and 'corpus', on the other hand, occur much more 

rarely in a large non-specialized collection of texts. These lexical items cany a bigger, i.e., more 

closely specified semantic load, which is why they are said to be more lexically dense. Similarly, 

a text which contains relatively more of these rare lexical items is lexically more dense. The 

typeltoken ratio is the tool with which corpus linguists measure the relative ratity of the words in 

theù corpora. A ratio of one hdicates that every word in the text occurs only once. For example, 

the sentence 'The car crashed' has a typehoken ratio of one. In contrast, the more detailed 

sentence 'The car crashed into the tree' has a typeltoken ratio of 516 or 0.83. 

The hapaxlmille ratio works very similady to and measures the same phenornenon as 

the typeltoken ratio. A sentence such as 'The horse kicked the stall' would have a hapdmille 

ratio of 3/5 x 1000 = 600 whenas 'The black hone kicked the old stall' would rate higher with 

517 x 1000 = 714. Of the two measures the typdtoken ratio is considered to be the more reliable 

one. 1 include the hapadmille ratio in my study in order to doublecheck the results obtained 

using the typeltoken ratio. Naiurally. both ratios are dependent on the length of the text to which 

they are applied. This is one of the Rasons why the CIRC files were trimmed to a standard size 

of 5000 words. Otherwise, typehoken ratios could not be compared meanhgfùily. For example, 

the typehoken ratio for the entire one million words of the corpus is 0.08293. The correspondhg 
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hapax/mille ratio is 44.8520. Both these figures are considerably lower than the averages 

obtained for the 5000 word files. 

Correlations betweea variables 

Pearson Correlation tests were run on some of the basic and derived measures for the 

CIRC's 200 files. Beside the obviously strong correlations between derived measures and the 

basic measures they were derived from, some Uiteresting results can be reported. Predictably, 

since ihey both mesure lexical density, a strong (0.678; p<0.01) correlation was found to exist 

between the typehoken ratio and the hapax/miIle ratio. A channel by channel correlation test for 

the sarne two variables revealed that this strong correlation holds true within each of the channels 

as well. The tests also showed that there is no correlation between the nurnber of words per 

message and the measures of lexical density for each corpus file. This demonstrates that longer 

messages do not necessarily mean that their content is lexically more cornplex. 

The correlations between the nurnber of system messages and the typehoken ratio (- 

0.308; p<0.0 1) and the hapax/mille ratio (-0.349; pc0.01) attest to the distortion effect the 

computer generated messages have on these ratios. This is due to the fact that there exist only a 

srnall number of different computer messages. In the CiRC the bulk of system messages report 

either a peaon being kicked off the channel or a someone changing their nicknarne. A large 

number of these messages lead to frequent repetition of preprogrammed computer phnises such 

as: "<booh> has changed his nickname to B a a b "  where only the nicknames in brackets have 

been entered by the R C  user. Naturally, the repeated occurrence of these phrases lowers the two 
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ratios which measure lexical density. Note that the correlation figure for typehoken ratio and 

system messages is lower than the corresponding figure for the hapadmille ratio. This 

corroborates the choice of typehoken as the more reliable measure of the two. 

100 most frequent words 

One of the basic tools of corpus linguistics is word lists extracted fiom the corpus. They 

can be sorted alphabetically in order to enable quick retrieval of a word and its fiequency or by 

order of occurrence if the word's position in the text is of importance for the researcher. Of 

special interest, however, are word lists in which the words are mnked by frequency. They are 

not only necessary for the determination of how many hapax legomena exist in the text but aiso 

provide important clues about the overall structure of the corpus and the language contained in it. 

For this purpose, researchers usually study the list of the 100 rnost frequent words in the corpus. 

This list is especially useful because it contains most of the high fiequency items which form the 

lexico-grammatical core of the language and are cornmon to al1 genres and media. Despite the 

limited range and relative crudeness of this tool, the list of the 100 most m u e n t  words allows us 

nevertheless to identify several eminent tendencies in the C K ,  especially when compared to 

other corpora. Our analysis will begin with the rank list of the hundred most frequent words and 

then proceed to the fiequency List of the hundred most fiequent words. 

Below is the rank list of the hundred most frequent words in the CIRC as extracted with 

the wconcord soAware. For purposes of cornparison, the ranks for the listed words in the 100 
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most fiequent words lists of the London Lund Corpus (LLC) of spoken language and the Brown 

and London Oslo Bergen (LOB) corpora of written English are included as well. 
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Table 1 : List of the hundred most fiequent words in CIRC compared with LLC, LOB, 
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and Brown. 
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A first glance at the table makes it abundantly clear that the language in the CIRC has 

several unique features that are not present in the other corpora. Almost half of the items listed 

1 O0 

for CIRC are not listed in al1 of the other corpora's hundred most frequent word lists. Partly, 

nia 
da 
94 
nia 

these are items which would not count as words but would fa11 under the category of punctuation 

nia 
Svarhrik 

in other corpora. Examples would be asterisks or the emoticon :). For the CIRC, however, the 

d a  
nlo 
d a  
d o  

inclusion of such charaeters in the analysis is crucial because of their special fictions, for 

nla 
47 
44 
nlo 

d a  
Svarîvik 

example distinguishing action and system messages from standard messages. 

nia 
Francis & 

Another category of words for which we do not find equivalents in the cornparison 

corpora are those which arise out of unique CMC conventions and technological limitations. 

These include abbreviations, such as 'u' for 'yod, 'msg' for 'message' or '101' for 'laughing out 

loud'. Another part of these are unusual spellings, such as the omission of the apostrophe in 

'dont' and 'im'. Finally, there are two IRC user names which of course would not occur in a 

corpus of standard spoken or written English, because the speaker'sfwriter's name is not 

automatically be added to every utterance. Both speakers' contributions are bclow seven percent 

of dl messages in the channels they participate in which is equivalent to less than one percent of 

the whole corpus. 



Lady, and most prominentiy, therc are words which are listed for the CIRC but not the 

comparison corpora sirnply because their frequency is too low for inclusion in the top 100 in 

these corpora. Some examples of this category are 'why', 'thanks', 'too', 'want' and the digit 

'2'. There are also a number of words in this category which are listed in some of the 

comparison corpora. More ofien than not they appear in the list for the LLC, the corpus of 

spoken English, but not in the lists of the two written corpora. For exarnple, 'oh', 'see', 'think', 

' yeah', 'get' and 'got' are some of the words that are high frequency items in CIRC and LLC but 

not the LOB and Brown corpora. This indicates that the CIRC is more similar to the LLC than to 

the two written corpora. Another fact that supports this hypothesis is the nature of the words in 

the above category. The vast majority of these items are typical for casual speech. Some striking 

examples wodd be 'ok', 'oh', 'thanks', and ' w a ~ a ' .  

When looking at the ranking in the word lists some items cm be noticed that are 

considerably (more than five ranks) higher or lower than in al1 the other corpora. The ones with 

lower ranks are: 'and', 'of, 'be', 'there','but', 'or', 'one', 'at', 'this', 'we', 'he', 'then', 'that', 

'about', 'out', and 'who'. It is interesting to note the high incidence of deictic items as well as 

coordinating conjunctions in this lia. Abnormal distributions for these items have been 

described in previous research (Lundstrom 1995). These phenornena will be andysed in more 

detail in later sections dealing with deixis and syntax. 

The analysis of the items with higher ranks and frequencies is complicated by the 

distortion effect exerted by the system messages contained in the corpus. Most fmluentt4 arnong 

l4 The ratio messages announchg nickname changes and kicks vs. ones announcing a 
change in chamel topic is about 30 to 1. None of the words in the latter systan messages appear 
in the üst of the hundced most fiequent words. 
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these are the messages announcing a change of nicknarne and the ones announcing someone 

being kicked off the channel. The respective phrases displayed are: "X is now known as Y" and 

"X was kicked by Y". n i e  lexical items in these phrases either rank considerably higher than the 

respective words in the comparison corpora or they rank closer to the written corpora than the 

spoken one. The latter wouid run counter to the generd tendency of the CIRC to be more sirnilar 

to the LLC than to Brown and LOB but can be easily explained by the infiuence of system 

generated messages. 

In order to better gauge the extent of the system messages' distortion effect the total 

nurnber of occurrences for the two automatically generated phrases mentioned above was 

extracted fiom the corpus. Then these fiequencies were subtracted fiom wconcord's figures for 

the word count and two additional Iists of the hundred most frequent words corrected for the 

system message effect were created". Figure 3 below shows the words in question and their 

onginal data compared to the data corrected for the system messages' influence. 

words 

is 
now 
known 
as 
was 
kicked 
by 

ClRC 
1.551 
0,727 
0.540 
0.660 
0.543 
0.294 
0.368 

ftequencies 
CIRC cor. LLC 

1 .O16 0.475 
0.192 0.141 
0.005 nia 
0.125 0.227 
0.263 0.412 
0.0 14 nia 
0.088 0.118 

ranks 
Brown ClRC ClRC cor. LLC LOB Brown 
1 .O09 2 7 11 8 8 
0.1 31 11 60 5 1 72 76 

nia 19 nia nia nia nla 
0.725 14 93 29 13 14 
0.982 18 40 13 9 9 

nia 40 nia nia nia nia 
0.53 32 nia 65 20 19 

Figure 3: Cornparison of the words contained in system messages. Unaltered and corncted fiequencies and 
ranks and the corresponding figures for the comparison corpora are included. 

lS See appendix C for the lists of the hundred most fiequent words corrected for the 
system messages' influence. 



The fact that three of the seven words affected by the system messages' distortion effect, 

narnely 'kicked', 'known', and 'as'. fa11 out of the list of the hundred most frequent words when 

the effect is statistically conected, attest to the strong influence of these messages. For the othen 

the removai of the distortion results in lower ranks and lower frequencies. ùi four out of five 

applicable cases the cornparison corpora have a pattern where the LLC has lower ranks and lower 

frequencies than the written corpora. Therefore the conected data supports our hypothesis that 

the CIRC is more similar to LLC than the LOB or Brown corpora even more strongly than the 

original data. The words whose Frequencies are considerably higher (more than five ranks 

higher) without being inflated by system messages are: 'me', 'like', 'what', 'my', and 'cari'. 

Again, with the exception of 'like', which has recently become a filler in spoken English, similar 

tendencies have been noted by Lundstrom (1995). 

The analysis of the 100 moa fiequent words above was based on a rank list. in order to 

verifj its results a list of the 100 most fiequent words displaying the absolute fiequencies of these 

words was also generated". Then the fiequencies for the corresponding words in the LLC and 

the Brown corpora were added. Unfortunately, the sarne figures for LOB were not readily 

available. The results fiom this second 100 most frequent words list correspond to those of the 

fmt except that there were no items in the CIRC list with significantly lower fiequencies than 

theù counterparts in the cornparison corpora. This is due to the fact that the CIRC shows a 

slightly different tiequency distribution than the other corpoca. Overall, the CIRC's fkquencies 

for the 100 most m u e n t  words are higher than those of LLC and Brown. This phenornenon will 

I6See appendix B for the 100 most fiequent words list with frequencies 
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be described in more detail below. As for items with significantly higher fiequencies, the same 

resuits as with the rank list were found and in addition 'your', 'no', and 'do' had above average 

fiequencies. Again, the first item has been mentioned by previous studies (Lundstrom 1995) the 

latter two are typically found in spoken discourse. 

Comlations between the 100 most frequent words 

So far, the similarity between the CIRC and the U C  has only been demonstrated at a 

relatively intuitive level through presence of typically spoken items in the 100 most Frequent 

words lists of both corpora. However, the similarity hypothesis can also be supported by 

evidence from statisticai tests. Correlation analyses were perfonned for the two versions of the 

100 most kquent words lists. Pearson's conelation was used with the list of absolute 

frequencies whereas a Spearman's Rho test was utilized to determine the conelations within the 

rank lists. 

For the fiequency list, significant conelations were found between al1 three corpora. 

However, the CiRC's conelation coefficient with the LLC was higher than that with the Brown 

corpus (0.793 vs 0.557; pc.001 for both). The degee of similarity becomes even clearer when 

we look at the coefficients for the Brown corpus. The correlation figure for the LLC is much 

higher (0.845; pt001) than the same figure for the CIRC (0.557; pc.001). Finally, comparing 

the LLC to the other corpora, the figures suggest that it is slightly more highly correlated with the 

Brown corpus than with the CIRC (0.845 vs. 0.793; p<.OOl)." 

"Sec appendix D for more details of the Pearson test 
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The results of the conelation test for the 100 rnost fiequent words rank lists M e r  

corroborate the hypothesis that the CIRC is more similar to the LLC than to the two corpora of 

written English. When correlating the CIRC with the other corpora the Spearman's correlation 

coefficient for the LLC is higher (0.596; p<.OOl) than for the two written ones (0.545 and 0.543 

for LOB and Brown respectively; p<.00 1). The correlations obtained for the written corpora 

show the same trend but in inverse order. For example, the Brown corpus is highiy conelated, in 

fact it is almost identical to the LOB corpus (correlation coefficient 0.993; pc.001). Its 

correlation with the LLC is weaker (0.740; pC.001) and the coefficient for the CIRC is lower still 

(0.543). The numbea calculated for the LLC show that in terms of similarity it is almost 

equidistant to both the corpora of written English and the CIRC. However, the conelation 

coefficient for LOB and Brown (0.762 and 0.740 respectively; p<.001) is higher than the one for 

CIRC (0.596; pC.00 l)." Illustration 3 shows a schematic drawing of the relations between the 

CIRC and the comparison corpora based on the results of the correlation tests described above. 

CIRC LLC LOB Brown 
1 rn 

1 

Fi yn 4: Correlation schema for CIRC and comparison corpora 

The exact same patterns which are illustrated in figure 4 above also emerge when the 

correlation tests are run on the lists of the huadred most fiequent words which were comcted fot 

the system message distortion effect19. The only diffennce is an even more pronounced 

"Sec appendix D for more details of the Spearman's Rho test 

I9 See appendix E for the detailed results of these test on the corrected rank and kquency 
lists. 
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correlation between the CIRC and LLC. Mien displayed in a schema such as the one above the 

LLC would therefore be slightly closer to the CIRC. 

Frequency distributions in the 100 most frequent words 

Figure 4 below displays a frequency plot of the twenty most frequent items in the CIRC, 

the LLC and the Brown corpus. The graphs of the spoken corpus and the CIRC nin parallel, thus 

clearly showing the great similarity between these two. Both start with fiequencies approaching 

two percent and then gradually decline. In contrast, the written corpus starts with high 

frequencies near seven and then drops sharply untii it falls into a line slightly above the other two 

corpora around the seventh most tiequent item. 

Frequency Decline 
7 -1- 

Figure 5: Frequency decline, high end. 
This fhquency distribution of the written corpus has an impact in the area of corpus 

description that is usually referred to as typdtoken ratios as well. 



Typehoken ratios 

Type token ratios can not only be used to measure the relative lexical complexity in 

different parts of the corpus. They are also a tool that describes the corpus as a whole. For this 

purpose the wconcord software includes the cumulative frequency in its word lists. The 

cumulative frequency simply adds up the fiequencies of al1 the items or types above the current 

one. Thus, when looking at the list of word types ordered by fiequency, one can easily determine 

how rnany tokens are accounted for by a specific number of types. These typeltoken ratios are 

used in corpus linguistics to describe the intemal makeup and level of technicality in a corpus. 

The following quote by Soyama (199920) illustrates their use: 

It is generally known that, in a fairly large corpus of non-genre specific written English, the 
first 50 to 100 word-types typically account for about a half of the total word tokens ofthat 
corpus, and 600 to 800 word-types cover approximately 70% of the total m i n g  words. 
Beyond this level, figures Vary according to researchers and the types of textlcorpus under 
consideration, but a very "conservative" estimate given in Kennedy (1998, p. 96) is that we 
need up to about 1,500,3,000 and 15,000 word-types to achieve 80%. 90% and 95% 
coverage of the total word tokens of a given corpus respectively (See Table 4-3, p. 92). The 
COBULD Dictionary claims that 15,000 word-types cover approximately 95% of the 
m i n g  words of their corpus, which partly confirms the estimate given by Kennedyh a 
corpus as diverse as the Brown and LOB Corpora, however, we need a slightly larger 
vocabulary to achieve the same percentages of text coverage than this estimate, particularly 
above the 80% range. My calculation indicates that approximately 1,700 word-types are 
needed to cover 80% of the total tokens in the Brown Corpus, and about 61 % more word- 
types as that of Kennedy's estirnate are required to achieve 90% coverage thereof. These 
differences, however, are not at al1 surprishg considering the "catchall" nature of the 
Brown Corpus, which is made up of 500 texts fiom as many as 1 5 different genres. 

For the CiRC these typehoken meamrements are summarized in the table below. 

2o The quote is taken fiom an unpaginated version of the thesis downloadable fiom the 
Internet. It is Corn chapter one. 



These figures are clearly well above, and in rnost cases the triple of, those that Soyarna 

mentions as typical for written corpora of English and the ones he reports for the Brown corpus. 

The reasons for these high typehoken ratios are manifold and stem fiom the nature of the data 

contained in the CIRC. First of dl, we have seen that the CIRC fiequencies are much more 

similar to a spoken corpus than to a written one. The frequency distribution table for the twenty 

most frequent words already indicated that the LLC and the CIRC had overall lower fiequencies 

than the Brown corpus. 

Secondly, as explained in the methodology section, punctuation was not disabled in the 

word count. Therefore, words which have punctuation chmcten adjacent to themselves, e.g. 

'stop.', are counted as a new type instead of k ing  subsurned under the lemma 'stop'. Thirdly, 

due to the rather quick Pace of typing and lack of tirne for editing in an interactive conversation 

there are more typing mistakes in CIRC than in a typical corpus of written English. Again, these 

are recorded as separate types in wconcord's word counts. Finally, the fact that iRC-Ncknarnes 

are automatically included in every message, leads to a disproportionately high number of proper 

narnes in the CIRC which in tum results in higher typehoken ratios. 

51 
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ANOVA and post hoc tab 

In order to achieve a more detailed description of the data that goes beyond simple 

correlations between variables, a series of M A  tests was nui on the measures availabIe for 

percentage of tokens accounted for 
1 

by the number of types 

70% 

1911 

50% 

316 

60% 

778 

80% 

5050 

90% 

16447 

95% 

35513 
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the 200 CIRC files. This procedure is used to find statistically significant differences between 

the variation within groups and the variation across groups. Significant effects were found for 

the worddmessage, the typdtoken ratio and the hapax/mille ratio variables. The figures are F(9- 

1 90) = 32.1 40, p <.O0 1 ; F(9- 1 90) = 1 1 S49, p <.O0 1 ; and F(9- 190) = 6.987, p < .O0 1 for these 

three variables respectivelf'. This signifies that the data of one or more channels for the 

variables mentioned above is significantly different from the otherls. 

In order to pinpoint the source of these effects more closely a set two of post hoc tests 

was also applied to the data from the 200 corpus files. The tests used were Scheffe and 

Bonferroni". Again two tests were chosen so that results could be double checked. Both tests 

compare each channel with the nine others and indicate where significant diflerences in means 

are found. The following tables" surnmarize the post hoc tests' results. 

Table2: ANOVA post hoc tests (Scheffe and Bonferroni) for the worddmessage 

variable. For every square marked with a letter the post hoc tests found a significant difference 

in means between the respective two channels. 

- 

?' See appendices G, and H for details on the ANOVA analysis. 

?2 For details see SPPS 9.0 for Windows. 

Each table maûix is halved by a vertical line because both halves display the same 
data. in order to Facilitate table interpretation, however, both halves have ken included. 



Legend: words/message with Scheffe = z; words/message with Bonferroni = 2; for aii results 

the mean difference is significant at pX.05. 

Table 3: ANOVA post hoc tests (Scheffe and Bonferroni) for the typehoken ratio 

variable. For every square marked with a letter the post hoc tests found a significant difference 

in mems between the respective two channels. 

Legend: 

difference is signitïcant at pc.05. 

for al1 results the mean 

Table 4: ANOVA post hoc tests (Scheffe and Bonferroni) for the hapaxlmille ratio 

variable. For every square marked with a letter the post hoc tests found a significant difference 

in means between the respective two channels. 



Legend: 

lfference is 

0; for al1 results the 

From the analysis of the above tables a number of conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, 

the Scheffe test is slightly more conservative in its results than the Bonferroni test. In every 

instance where Scheffe finds a significant difference Bonferroni yields the same result. 

However, there are a few cornparisons where only Bonferroni finds a significant difference in 

means. Secondly, the two measurements for lexical density have much less variation than the 

wordsfmessage measure. Thirdly, channel eight, #philosophy, has the highest number of 

significantly different means of al1 channels and across each of the three variables. Therefore, it 

is likely that in this channel distinct linguistic patterns will be found. As a result, examples taken 

fiom this chamel should not be considered typicd for the whole of the CIRC. 
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Summa y 

The descriptive statistics have show us that the C m  is structurally more similar to a 

corpus of spoken English than to a corpus of written English. They have also allowed us to 

identify several areas of interest for our study. These are the deictic items, the IRC specific 

expressions, and the words typically associated wiih spoken conversation, di of which featured 

prominently in the list of the 100 most fiequent words. 

Finally, through the study of the descriptive statistics several relevant characteristics of 

the CIRC could be ascertained. Channel #philosophy was found to be a special case within the 

corpus data. In terms of word fiequency counts distortion effects were found due to the inclusion 

of computer generated messages on the one hand and due to the inclusion of punctuation 

characters on the other. 



CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS OF CIRC FEATURES COMPAMBLE TO SPEECH AND TO 
W R I r n G  

Deic tics 

The present study concems itself only with the most basic form of deixis, i.e. pronouns. 

These lend themselves most easily to the cornputer-aided anaiysis using a corpus, which is the 

methodology of this wvork. The analysis of al1 deictic devices in IRC, while certainly worthwhile, 

lies outside the scope of this study. The treatment of deictics in the following section will be 

informed by one ovemrching hypothesis. It is expected that the use of deictics in iRC is heavily 

influenced by the special nature of iRC communication technology. Namely, the fact that IRC- 

conversations do not take place in the real world but in an imagined, vimial space will impact the 

usage of deictics whose essence it is to refer to entities other than themselves. In IRC there are 

two spaces of reference for deixis, the physical world and the vimial world, thus creatiag a whole 

new dimension which [RC-users can refer to. It will be investigated how this communicative 

challenge is met. 

Personal Pronouns 

Among the deictic items examined in this study, personal pronouns are probably the 
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least affected by the dual referential background described above. In fact, people, manifesting 

their online presence through nicknames and the messages they send are the most tangible part of 

the v i d  space of an IRC-chat room. However, al1 second and third penon pronouns in IRC 

will have an added sense of ambiguity due to the lack of a physical situational context. For 

exampie, 'yod in a real life conversation can only be arnbiguous if more than one person is 

present. in contrast, the chat rooms observed for the CIRC always have a CO-presence of at least 

several other participants. 

Due to the factors outlined above, it is not surprising that personal pronouns have been 

identified in prior research (Ferrara et al. 199 1, Murray 199 la, Collot & Belmore 1996) as an 

area where CMC discourse conventions deviate f?om other language varieties. in particular, it 

has been observed that fint and second person pronouns occur more frequently in CMC than is 

nonally the case. This observation is also borne out by our data. In the lists of the hundred 

most frequent words the pronouns 'IV, 'you', 'me', 'my', and 'your' are have considerably higher 

ranks and frequencies in the CIRC than the cornparison corpora. This trend is even more 

pronounced if the variants of '1' and 'you', Tm', 'im', 'u', and 'ya' are included in the word 

count. 

The other personal pronouns contained in the list of the hundred most fkequent words 

are 'we' , ' they ', 'he', and 'its' . Al1 of them are less fkequent in the CIRC than in Brown and the 

LLC. It appears that in iRC the aforementioned trend ody applies to the first person pronoun in 

the singular. Unfortunately, it is not possible to ascertain if the sarne applies to the pronoun 

'yod because it functions as both singuiar and plural. The differentiation of the two in a large 

scale corpus such as the CIRC would require grammatical tagging which lies beyond the scope of 



the present study. However, there is reason to believe that the second person plural pronoun 

'you' follows the same pattern as the other plural pronouns and is therefore less Frequent in the 

CIRC than the comparison corpora. Firstly, a simple of 80 instances of 'yod taken at d o m  

from the CIRC contained only five occurrences in the plural. Moreover, in al1 five instances the 

plural pronoun was accompanied by quantifiers such as "both of you", "you guys" or ' lou dl'?. 

Due to the fact that IRC discourse is taking place in a virtual locale where multiple conversations 

with multiple participants can take place at the same time, 'yod alone is too arnbiguous to serve 

eficientiy as a plural pronoun. The sarne reason is probably behind the low fkequencies of the 

other plural pronouns as well. 

The table below summarizes the occurrences of personal pronouns in the ten channels. 

The most frequent pronoun is 'I', followed by 'you'. The sarne relation somewhat less 

pronounced holds still true when we take the variations of 'yod and '1' in the CIRC, namely 'u', 

'ya', 'yew', Tm', and 'im' as displayed in table 7 below, into account. 

acmel 
acper 
daan 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
utbeg 
utcha 
total 

she 
1 O3 
75 

133 
1 24 
112 
18 

t 75 
73 
49 

1 26 
988 

they 
7 O7 
159 
188 
'l48 
116 
225 
1 tl 
290 
123 
94 

1621 

Figure 6: Distribution of personai pronoms (subject case) in the ten channels. 



acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
utbeg 
utcha 
total 

Figure 7: Distribution of the spelling variants of 'i' and 'yod in the ten channels. 

The absolute fiequencies of '1' vs. 'you' 18,465 vs. 1 1.26 1 change to 2 1,944 vs. 18,395 

with the inclusion of variations. While this does not reverse the two items' rank order it does 

give 'yod a higher fkeqwncy proportionally. Higher in fact, than in both of the two cornparison 

corpora where '1' and 'yod occur 51 70 vs. 3290 (Brown) and 14890 vs. 8010 Urnes (LLC). The 

ratios comsponding to these figures are 1.19 (CIRC), 1.57 (Brown), and 1.86 (LLC), Le., in the 

ClRC there are about 20% more instances of '1' than of 'yod compared to 57% and 70% more in 

the Brown corpus and the LLC. 

These figures are interesting in two aspects. Firstly, it is surprishg that they are so high 

in absolute ternis even when compared to the corpus of spoken English. This is due to the fact 

that the language material contained in the CIRC consists entirely of highly interactional multi- 

party conversations whereas the LLC is compiled from a variety of genres including ones with 

Little or no interaction, such as radio broadcasts, public speeches, semons and the like. These 

types of discourse, where there is no immediate feedback and no need to address the audience 

kquently, naiurally rely to a much lower degree on persona1 pronouns to create the rapport 

between speaker and addressee. I suspect that the casual conversation subcorpus of the LLC 
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would yield high numben of the first and second person singuiar pronouns similar to the CIRC. 

The second point of interest is the low number of occurrences of '1' in proportion to 

'you' in the CIRC. In fact, the numbea even suggest that the CIRC is closer to the Brown corpus 

than the LLC in this aspect, which seems to contradict our similarity hypothesis. However, a 

doser iook at IRC-technology can easily disprove that argument. Recail that every IRC-message 

is preceded by the nickname of the sender in brackets. Thus, the identity of the speaker is never 

in question in IRC. The computer generated nickname provides a gratuitous subject, so to speak, 

for every sentence where the actor and the speaker are identical. The fkequent occurrence of 

messages with a pattern such as: "<participantX> thinks thats sweet" proves that IRC users are 

aware of this relationship and utilize it in their speech. This omission of the subject pronom I 

has also been identified in prior resenrch on R C  (Werry 1996). In messages such as 

"<participantY> i think thats right" the '1' is essentially redundant because participanty is 

obviously the '1' who is speaking. 

The question we need to ask then is not why does '1' occur relatively infrequently but 

why does it occur at all? One possible reason is the awkward shift to the third peaon singular 

when talking about oneself. A solution to this problem would be to simply &op the redundant 

pronoun '1'. Even though such messages with '1' omission, e.g.: "<patZjcipantG>get to look at 

hallucinating things ... weird trickery on my sences. " occur they are extremely rare. This rarity is 

probably due to the possible confusion of this construction with the imperative, which 

incidentally is much more frequent than the above construction in the CRC. Another possible 

explanation is that IRC-users simply assume that the Rickname in brackets implies something 

dong the lines of: bb<participautX> says/asks/remarks/etc." An iRC conversation would 



therefore be read like an extended succession of direct quotes. 

Personal Pronoun Distribution 

t 1 I I l I 

i you he she it we they i'm im u Ya Yw 

cha . beg . phi . aus . hel 
cyb . che . can per . me1 

Figure 8: Distribution of personal pronouns (subject case) in the ten channels. Numben 
stacked to 100%. 

A channel by channel comparison of the use of penonal pronouns reveals several 

interesting tendencies. [ncluding alternative spellings there are twelve different pronoun forms 

which enter the analysis as illustrated by figure 8 above. The channel #philosophy scores highest 

on four of these, namely: 'you', 'he', 'we', and 'they'. The latter three fa11 into the category of 

pronouns which we have found to be much more rare in the CIRC than in the comparison 

corpora. This supports the earlier hding  of the ANOVA analysis which revealed that 

#philosophy was distinctly different fiom the rest of the CIRC. Now, it becomes clear that this 

difference very likely lies in a closer similarity of this channel to language typically associated 

with written genres. 

The channel #help has the highest score of al1 channels for the pronouns 'i' , and W. 

This reflects the kind of interaction that takes place in this channel. The channel regulars in 
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#help provide fiee online support for computer related questions. Therefore, participants more 

often have need to refer to things, usually computer parts or software, than in channels with more 

social interaction. Similarly, social interaction which is the main objective in channels such as 

#cyberchat or #canada requires more involvement with the audience than giving and requesting 

problem solving information. These are usually concerned with the speaker's personal 

experience. Thus, there is a higher incidence of 'i' in #help than in the other channels. Below is 

a short example of a typical #help interaction. 

"<ParticipantB> does anybody know if 1 can view a .art file without having aol? 

<ParticipantD>participantb : Internet explorer handles it" 

When analyzing the four pronouns with non-standard spellings #meIbourne and #cheers 

both get one highscore and #perth has two. One of these variants, namely 'yew' is highly 

localized in #perth and is probably one of the characteristic features of that channel. Therefore it 

will be excluded, for the moment, from the W e r  analysis of personal pronoun variants. The 

distribution for the non-standard spelling becomes more complex when we examine the second 

and third ranking channels. As with the first ranks we find #meIbourne and #perth, but 

kyberchat and #ausualia are also found in the top ranking places. Later analyses of non- 

standard spelling variants will venfy wether these channels, and especially the two local 

Australian ones which appear more ofien than the othen, have indeed much Iooser spelling 

conventions than the other seven. Finally, the last two personal pronom forms, Tm' and 'she' 

are headed by the channel #australia. The reasons for this remain unclear. 

Looking at low fmluencies it is not surprishg that #philosophy proves to be a special 

case yet again. It ranks very low on al1 forms of non-standard speliing. This is in accordance 
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with our earlier hypothesis which stipulated that #philosophy adopts more conservative linguistic 

conventions than the other channels. #help also disfavours non-standard spellings. It might be 

that the exchange of highly technical information results in a more formal conversational climate 

in this channel. It remains to be seen if other linguistic matenal supports this hypothesis. The 

channel #beginnen ranks low on some non-standard items, namely 'im' and 'u' but not 'ya'. It 

seems to a hybrid in this respect. Funher investigation is needed to ascertain which non-standard 

features are utilized by newcomers to IRC and why some seern to be acquired later. 

As discovered above the charnels #meIbourne, #perth, #australia and kyberchat are at 

the lower end of the level of fomality. An examination of the low fiequencies for the standard 

foms of 'yod, and Tm', however, finds that only the fint two channels have low ranks 

corresponding to their high ranks in the non-standard vaiants. It seems that #melbome and 

#perth are more at the cutting edge of' the linguistic development in IRC which is moving IRC 

discourse away from written noms than kyberchat. Incidentaily, these are the two channels in 

the CIRC with a local channel narne. It will take M e r  investigation to determine whether these 

'progressive' conventions are due to the channels' locale, the channels' in-group makeup, or 

other as of yet unidentified factors. 

As mentioned earlier, the fact that grammatical tagging of the ClRC was not an option 

for the present study puts restrictions on the grammatical anaiysis of the pronouns exarnined. In 

order to partiy compensate for this shortcoming, a brief anaiysis of the non-referential usage of 

'yod was conducted on the basis of samples taken fiom the CIRC. The snidied sample consisted 

of80 instances of the personal pronoun 'yod taken at random fiom four channels. These were 

#help and #philosophy on the m e  hand, chosen because prior analysis haâ shown them to deviate 



64 

fiom the rest of the ClRC in pronoun usage, and #canada and kyberchat to represent the 

pronoun usage typical for channels with primarily social interaction. 

The results for 'yod showed that of twenty occurrences in the four channels, no 

instances of non-nfenntial usage were found for the channel #cyberchat, one instance for 

#canada, four for #heip and five for #philosophy. Although the sarnple size is certainly too small 

to make any statements about the statistical significance of these findings, they are nevertheless 

completely in accordance with the tendencies identified above. Logically, the distribution makes 

sense as well. In discussions about philosophy people often generalize about the human 

condition and universal patterns of behaviour and thinking. The non-referential 'you' is an ideal 

construction for that sort of statement e.g.: 

"<ParticipantL> don't kill is universal moral iaw 

<Participan0 u break it..u face judgement" 

Similarly, the interaction in #help oflen involves asking or instnicting how to do 

something. This is the other area where IRC-usen show a preference for employing the non- 

referential 'yod. This is plainly illustrated by the fact that ail four of the instances in the sample 

fiom #help occur in questions. 

Tables 9 and 10 below summarize the channel fiequencies for the personal pronouns in 

the object case and the possessive pronom and determiners? Due to their in general much 

lower fiequencies generalizations and interpretations on the basis of this data are naturally more 

tentative than those made for the Lists above. Nevertheless, some intensting observations can be 

'' The item 'her' which is both a personal pronoun in the object case and a possessive 
detemiiner was included only once in table 9. The word 'his' which is a possessive detemiiner 
and pronoun is included in both tables. 
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mine youn his hem 
acmel 6 3 75 1 
acper 15 7 106 O 
dacan 33 10 88 1 
dache 27 4 79 O 
escyb 30 6 97 3 
eshei 25 7 58 O 
itaus 29 11 87 1 
itphi 16 13 118 O 
utbeg 22 3 77 1 
utcha 24 14 79 1 
total 227 78 864 8 

Figure 9: Distribution of possessive pronouns. 

acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
esqb 
eshel 
itaus 
itp hi 
utbeg 
utcha 
total 

him her 
54 99 
76 12E 
71 16€ 
69 132 
77 15€ 
29 10 
72 152 
67 50 
36 84 
84 17E 
63f 115: 

its 
120 
212 
1 O9 
115 
93 

212 
1 27 
112 
86 

138 
1324 

your 
17C 
207 
231 
21E 
27€ 
355 
23E 
292 
261 
19f 

244: 

yer his 
27 75 
88 10E 
58 88 
18 79 
14 97 
18 58 
40 87 
6 11E 
11 77 
11 79 

291 864 
Figure 10: Distribution of personal pronouns (object case) and possessive determiners. 

First of all, the analysis of the distribution tables displayed in figures 9 and 10 above 

shows that the same pattern that was found with the fiequencies of the personal pronouns in the 

subject case exists for the possessive pronouns and determiners and personal pronouns in the 

object case as well. The third person and plural pronouns are much Iess fiequent than the nrst 

and second person pronoms. The same caveat about the second person pronoun 'your' holds 

ûue in this case. The proportion between f~ and second person pronouns in the singular does 
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not follow the pattern discovered above. That is, the f~ person is by far more frequent than the 

second. Obviously, the syntactic restrictions discussed above, which were posited to account for 

the lower fiequency for 'i', do not apply to the other forms of the first penon singular pronoun. 

If the frequencies for the possessive pronouns and determinen and the pronoun in the object case 

are an indication of what the proportion wouid look iike without these restrictions, they must be 

quite powerful. 

It is important to keep in mind that 'her' listed in the tables above is both a possessive 

determiner and personal pronoun in the object case. Othenvise one could reach the conclusion 

that 'her' is more frequent than 'his' or 'him'. However, if we add the frequencies for 'his' and 

'him' we find that overall the masculine pronoun is used more often than the ferninine pronoun. 

This trend is cornmon to al1 large scale non-genre specific corpora of English. To find the 

conûary in the CIRC would be very unusual. The use of gender neutrai pronouns such as 'hir', 

which has been reported (Schaap 2000) to be quite common in text based virtual realities or 

MUDs, is not attested for IRC. No instance of such pronouns was found in the CIRC. 

The data for the object case forms of the personal pronoun and the possessive pronouns 

and determiners for the channel #philosophy follows the same pattern already identified above. 

#philosophy ranks f i  for 'his' , 'ouf, 'ours', and 'them' . Al1 of them are third person andlor 

plural pronouns, thus supporthg the hypothesis that, unlike the rest of the CIRC, #philosophy ' s 

conventions are more simila. to those of written genres than speech. This receives M e r  

backing fiom the extremely low fmluencies of the non-standard forms ' yer' and 'em' in 

#philosophy. 

It is important to note that 'its' listed in the distribution is not only a foim of the 



possessive third person pronouns but also an IRC spelling variant of 'it is' as in: 

"<ParticipantD Its night.. but 1 cant sleep ... " 
We have already observed the IRC spelling convention of dropping the apostrophe in 

the altemate foms Tm' and 'im'. An analysis of a sample 100 instances of 'its' indicates that 

the vast majority of occurrences is a non-standard spelling rather than the possessive pronoun. In 

fact, of the one hundred analyzed instances only one was a possessive pronoun. Seen from this 

perspective it makes sense that #help which had the larges1 number of 'it' ties for first rank with 

#perth For the variant 'its'. Naturally, this also confïrms #perth's role as a channel with a high 

incidence of non-standard speliings. 

More evidence for this cornes From the analysis of the two non-standard forms 'em' and 

'yer' which show a striking paralle1 to the other non-standard variants of the persona1 pronouns 

in the subject case. For both foms #perth tanks highest followed by #canada in the first case and 

#melbourne in the second, which reinforces the validity of our earlier finding that both #perth 

and #melbowne are prominent in the loosening of spelling conventions. We also find another 

trend which was not as apparent in the first analysis of non-standard spelling personai pronouns. 

Namely, for both fonns, the four channels with geographical names account for more than two 

thirds of the total number of occurrences. See figure 1 1 klow for a visual presentation of the 

phenornenon. 



Pers. Pron. Distribution Cont. 

me my mine your yer youn him his her hem it8 us Our ours them em theirs 

utcha utbeg itphi itaus eshel 
escyb . ciache . dacan acper . acmd 

Figure Il: Distribution of personal pronouns in the object case, possessive pronouns and 
possessive determiners. Stacked to 100%. 

This finding could have fa-reaching theoretical significance. If we take the use of non- 

standard forms in IRC to be a means of signaling in-group farniliarity or strong group ties as 

Paoli110 (1 999) suggests, then the clustering of these forms in channels with geographical names 

would indicate a link between the channel name and group cohesion within the channel. The 

next question is why stronger group ties develop in channels with geographical names and not in 

An argument can be made that membership in channels with general chat names is more 

in flux than it is in channels with geographical names. However, this argument has two serious 

flaws. Firstly, although it is plausible, it cannot be easily verified. Every public iRC-channel has 

a group of regular participants and a number of guests who come and go with variable frequency. 

Therefore it is not a question of whether or not fluctuation occurs but it is a question of degree 

which renders the measuring of the phenornenon impractical. Secondly, why does a channel 
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such as #philosophy, for which there is no reason to assume a high participant turnover, not 

display strong in-group ties signaled by non-standard spellings? 

Another hypothetical answer to the observed phenomenon may lie in the geographical 

origin of the channels' participants. It can be assurned that most people gathering in channels 

with geographical narnes have sornc connection to the real worid equivaient of the vinid locale. 

They rnight be bom there, reside there or simply have a strong interest in the place. It is possible 

that this shared real world background facilitates comprehension in the virtual setting. This in 

tum allows participants to deviate more fieely from real world noms of communication without 

an added risk of communication breakdown. In contrast, the population of a general chat channel 

lacks a common background apart fiom the desire to communicate and a certain affinity to 

cornputer technology. Moreover, the presence of non-native speakers of Engiish adds to the level 

of linguistic clarity required of the channel's participants. Unfortunately, due to the difficulty of 

tracking IRC-users locations, origins and motivations this answer can only be speculative. It aiso 

remains to be seen if other data confiirms or disconfhns the link between non-standard linguistic 

foms and channels with geographical narnes. 

Last but not least, at this point, a mention should be made of what 1 would term a 

deictic sign. The following example illustrates the way this deictic arrow is employed by iRC 

participants: 

"~ParticipantGl~ c- loves participan@' 

Use of this deictic sign to replace the k t  person pronoun has been first docurnented by 

Werry (1996). However, he attributes its emergence to a general tendency for abbreviation in 

IRC which is enoneous since it redts in more keystrokes than would be requirrd for the same 
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sentence using the first person pronoun. When we consider the fact discussed above that phrases 

such as '<par t ic ipe  thinks this is cool' are perfectly acceptable in IRC it becomes clear that 

this arrow deictic is not an abbreviation but a creative play with the medium's possibilities. This 

interpretation receives M e r  support fiom the fact that the use of this arrow deictic is not rare 

rven though it requires more typing. In fact, in the CIRC there are more than 300 occurrences of 

the deictic arrow. Moreover, the deictic arrow does not consist of only two lettea in al1 of these 

300 instances. Sometimes, the IRC participants prolong it extensively by pressing the minus key 

repeatedly to field something similar to "c-----0-O--0---- " which is an actual instance taken 

fiom the CIRC. 

Furthenriore, the use of the deictic arrow is not restricted to anaphoric reference as seen 

in the example above. In the following example the arrow points at the window with the list of 

channei participants on the user's cornputer screen: 

"cParticipantF, where did participantm go [...] 

<Participants> participantf - ParticipantM is still here . . .way down there->" 

Participants tells the person looking for ParticipantM that helshe is still present in the 

channel but that hislher name has probably scrolled off the screen in the participant list window. 

It is not clear if this is a case of exophotic reference because technically the m w  deictic points 

to an integral part of the R C  text. Additionaily, it cannot be interpreted as an abbreviation 

because in some cases it serves to indicate a pause or to emphasize a point. in the following 

example it seems more likely to indicate the latter. 

"<Participant.> individualistic, the way of swival 

<Participantfi> overtly individualistic - the way of eternai conflict with others -> 



survival? heh" 

Demonstrative pronouns and determiners 

Since the demonstrative pronouns and determiners are more afFected by the presence of 

two frames of deictic reference, the physical and the vimial, an item by item analysis will be 

conducted after the general discussion of the demonstratives' distribution. The following table 

gives an overview over the occurrence patterns of the demonstrative pronouns and determiners 

and their spelling variants in the ten channels. 

acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
utbeg 
utcha 
total 

this 
1 36 
1 76 
1 77 
219 
21 6 
270 
21 5 
206 
252 
151 

201 8 

ütat 
406 
450 
645 
546 
536 
899 
650 

1020 
607 
470 

6229 

dat 
11 
13 
5 
O 
1 
2 
9 
5 
O 
O 

46 

here 
392 
269 
398 
358 
339 
212 
249 
163 
471 
383 

3234 

there 
230 
157 
260 
229 
207 
319 
201 
249 
348 
307 

2507 

Figure 12: Distribution of demonstratives in the ten channels 

First of all, a caveat is in order for the items 'that', 'there' and 'then'. As with 'yod in 

the discussion of the personai pronouns and determiners, these foms of the demonstrative items 

c m  also have other functions. Without grammatical tagging it is impossible to ascertain how 

many of these foms are demonstratives and how many are instances of the conjunctions 'that' 

the adverb 'then' or instances of existentid 'there'. This fact also makes it impossible to 
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ascertain which of the demonstrative items are more fiequent, the ones that express close 

proximity, 'this', 'these', and 'here', or the ones that express distance 'that', 'those', and 'there'. 

Taking into consideration that the other functions of 'that' and 'there' can only infiate the 

nwnbers for these items, it is clear that the only case where the balance between these items is in 

question is 'that'. However, whichever way the balance is tiited for the 'thisY/'that' pair no clear 

pattern ernetges, 

Distribution of demonstratives 

this that dat these those hem there then 

cha a beg phi rut 4 hel 
cyb . che con . pet me1 

Figure 13: Distribution of demonstratives; numben stacked to 100%. 

In the distribution of the demonstrative pronoundadverbs and deteminers illustrated in 

figun 13 above many patterns familiar fiom the analysis of the personal pronouns and 

determiners cm be found. #philosophy and also #help once again prove to be special cases. They 

have most of the highest and second highest scores for the items 'that', 'these', 'those', 'this' aad 

'then'. The high incidence of 'that' in #philosophy cm probably be attributed to the use of that 

item as a conjunction mther than a demonstrative. This is supported by an analysis of 40 sample 
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instances taken equally from #philosophy and #cheers which yielded six conjmctions in the 

#philosophy sample and only two for the #cheers sample. However, as outîined above a definite 

quantitative proof of that ciaim lies beyond the scope of this study. The leading d e  of #help in 

the use of 'this'and 'then' might be explained by the presence of instructions and computer 

problem descriptions in the fom of "firsr do (1 did) this, then try (i tned) this ...". Of course the 

'then' these phrases is an instance of the conjunction not the demonstrative. The channel 

#beginnea scores highest of al1 channels for the use of 'here' and 'there'. The Rasons for this 

remain unclear. At the low end of the distribution we find once again mostly the channels 

#melbourne and #perth except when it cornes to non-standard spelling forms. 

There is only one non-standard spelling variant for the demonshsitives. However, it is 

interesting that 'dat' exhibits the exact pattern already discussed for the non-standard spelling 

personal pronouns above. The four channels with geographical names account for more than 

75% of al1 instances. 

' Here' 

Demonstratives are rnuch more affected by the pnsence of two frames of reference than 

the persona1 pronouns discussed above. The foliowing two examples of 'here' illustrate this 

problem of deictic duality : 

(I)"<ParticipantC> does anyone here know much about htmi??? " 

(2)"<ParticipantW> oooooooo lots of snow there participants [...] 

<ParticipantCi> where are you ParticipantP? 



<ParticipantP> 'it's cold hem pretty much straight now [...] 

<Participan@> northem vermont" 

The 'here' in the fmt example refers to the chat room located in virtual space, the 'here' 

in the second refers to the user's physical location in northem Vermont. What are the 

conventions that have developed around this sort of ambiguity? An analysis of 50 sample 

instances of 'here' taken at random yielded ten occurrences where it referred to the physical 

world and forty others where the reference was to the vimial space or the discourse taking place 

there. This suggests that iRC-users display a definite preference for the virtual fiame of 

reference. This is also supported by a collocation analysis for 'here'. The two collocations 

which are by far the most frequent are 'in here' and 'anybody here' with 398 and 223 instances 

respectively. Both collocations are typical for questions used by IRC-participants to inquire after 

potential conversational partnen such as :"<Participants> i gots a question ... is there ne1 in here 

named Anthony?" or "<ParticipantI> anyone here fiom Caulfield Gmmmar of Preshil?" The 

demonstrative item 'here' in both types of question clearly refers to the chat room in which the 

question is asked. Judging kom these fiequencies the vimial space takes preference over the 

physical world in the linguistic interaction of an iRC chat room. 

'There' 

As mentioned above, the analysis of the item 'there' is complicated by the fact that it 

occm not only as a demonstrative but also as the existentid 'there'. Without grammatical 

tagging it is not possible to separate these two bctions in the automated concordancing process. 
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However, a collocation analysis for 'there' in the CIRC revealed 45 1 instances of 'there' 

collocating with 'is' in adjacent position before or after 'there' and 188 instances of collocation 

with 'are'. This indicates that about one fifth or slightly more instances of 'there' are 

occurrences of the existential 'there'. 

hoiher  major collocation with 424 instances dtogether are greeting routines involving 

'there'. The most fiequent is 'hi there', followed by 'hello there' and 'hey there'. These will be 

dealt with in more detail in the section on greeting and leave-taking. 

Al1 these uses of 'there' were disregarded for the anaiysis at hand. Like 'here', 'there' is 

used by [RC participants to refer to both physical and virtual locations. The following two 

examples clearly illustrate this point: 

"<ParticipantS what time is it there?" 

"<ParticipantC> i dont talk on there" 

In both examples the IRC participants use there to express distance in their chosen 

h e  of reference. In the first example, 'there' refen to a physical location that is clearly far 

away, even in a different tirnezone, fiom the speaker's. in the second example, 'there' refers to a 

channel or chat room other than the one the user is currently interacting in. However, this 

keeping to one dimension of reference need not always be heeded. Consider the following 

example: 

"<ParticipantR ParticipantP,you there?? 

<ParticipantR he m u t  be away:( 

BarticipeniD he must be parîicipantF , he hasn't said anything anyway 

BarticipantL> he must be busy, or just watching>" 



76 

The question "are you there" is ambiguous in that it c m  refer to ParticipantP's presence 

in the chat room or to his physical presence in front of his cornputer screen. The comments and 

reactions to ParticipantF's question are very revealing in this context. First of dl ,  P might not be 

present at either location, i.e. "away". Secondly, he might be present in the virtual room but he 

wiil not and has not participated because he is either unablr, i.e."busyW, or unwiliing to do so, Le. 

he is "just watching". We see that it is possible for participants to use 'there' to express distance 

within a referential space but also between the two frames of reference. As for the question 

which referential space is preferred in combination with 'there' we can ody hazard an educated 

guess. The analysis of 20 sample instances of 'there' which found that 50% of the items referred 

to physical space suggests that IRC users have no clear preference either way. 

'This' 

Like the other demonstratives we have examined so far, 'this' is used in IRC 

conversations to refer to phenomena of the real and the virtual world. The following two 

examples illustrate this point: 

"<ParticipantN> why is this room so quiet????" 

"<PariicipantG> what is this new age thing abt anyway?" 

When 'this', as in the above examples, is used as a determiner it accompanies the noun 

it cefers to. In this instance it is therefore much Iess ambiguous in its deictic reference han 'here' 

and 'there'. Its meaning remains clear no matter what referential space the accompanying noun 

belongs to. The usage of 'this' as a demoastrative pronoun as exemplified in the two examples 
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below also occurs in the CIRC. However, it is less fnquent than the demonstrative determiner. 

"<ParticipantC> this is a slow channel .... hi everyone" 

"<Participant'P participantd: false, they use the signs creatively. even birds do this" 

The quotations above make it clear that the demonstrative pronoun, similar to the 

demonskative determiner, can refer to both the physicai and the vistuai space. An anaiysis of a 

20 instance sample of 'this' showed that it was used with real life referents 14 times. This 

suggests that 'this' more ofien than not refers to things not of the virtual world. This is not 

surprising since the vimial world of IRC does not provide much of a virtual locale. CMC talk in 

MUD environments with their detailed descriptions of the virtual worlds they create is very likely 

different in that aspect. Some MUD programs used for fantasy role play even provide a special 

communication system for users who want to talk about the physical world instead of the virtual 

environment. 

'That' 

The problem of 'that' as a conjtinction and a demonstrative determiner and pronoun has 

been touched upon already. In its use as a demonstrative determiner 'that' work very much like 

'this' in that it usually accompanies a noun. These nouns can pertain to either physical or vimial 

environments as the two examples below illustrate. 

"<ParticipantS> hey is there an easier way to switch between windows w/o having to 

click on that window in irc" 

"<ParticipantT, participants: i know that movie that's cornin up, sornethin slat lake city" 
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Unlike 'this' the occurrence of 'that' as a demonstrative pronoun seems to be more 

frequent than that of the demonstrative determiners. Just like its counterpart, the pronoun can 

refer to both referentiai dimensions as the examples below demonstrate: 

"* ParticipantK wiggles around the room [...] 

<ParticipantK> gawdssssssssss 1 live that " 

"<ParticipantM> but then his msg said he'd be at midnight too 

<ParticipmtM> :P and we al1 know that that didn't happen" 

The fint example consists of an action message and a comment on it. Since the event 

descnbed in the action message takes place in the virtual chat room, the 'that' which refers to it 

can be said to have a virtual referent. In contrast, 'that' in the second example refers to being 

stood up in the physical world. Again the answer as to which referents, physical or vimial, are 

more has to remain very tentative. An analysis of a 20 instance random sample yielded 13 

physical world referents, indicating yet more similarity between the conventions of 'that' and 

'this'. 

'These' and ' those' 

'these' and 'those' follow the patterns of their singular equivalents. The usage of 

'these' and 'those' as deteminers or pronouns seems to be roughly equivalent. Again, both can 

refer to the virtual and physical h e s  of reference. However, an analysis of a 20 instance 

sample revealed oniy two vimial referents. It appeats bat the plural forrns of the demonstrative 

deteminers are even more restncted to collocation with real world referents than the singular 
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demonstrative determiners and pronouns. Therefore, 'these' and 'those' are used predominantly 

like they would be used in more standard texts and contexts. This aspect of the usage of 'these' 

and 'those' can aIso explain why they occur so Frequently in #philosophy. As we have seen the 

interaction in this channel is atypical for CMC in that it adheres much more to the standardized 

conventions of written laquage and is thus the most linguistically conservative of the channels. 

'Then' 

The use of 'then' as an demonstrative adverb is extremely nw in the CIRC. The 

analysis of a 60 instance sample yielded only one occunence where 'then' was not a conjunction. 

This example is given below: 

"<ParticipantEl> This was back when NO ALCOHOL between lunch and d i ~ e r  

<ParticipantL, haha - 1 thought that was WWI 

<Participano lame-O-rama 

<Participantil> no alocohol between lunch and dinner? 

<ParticipantD pm alcohol is my fave 

<ParticipantIl> Wooh Glad 1 wasn't around then" 

Presumably, the vimial tirnefnune of an iRC conversation is not extended enough to 

produce statements with 'then' like the one above. Due to the rarity of this construction it is 

impossible, however, to nile out an occunence of 'then' refemng to virtual time. Clarification of 

this point wiil depend on a more detailed study of the phenornenon which would be extnmely 

tirne consuming without the aid of an automated parser wùich can add grammatical tags to the 
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summary 

The analysis of the persona1 and demonstrative pronoms and determiners uncovered 

several findings. Firstly, the observations of prior research that first and second penon pronouns 

are more frequent in CMC than in other Ianguage varieties receive M e r  support from our 

study. Secondly, the presence of two dimensions of deictic reference could be ascertained for al1 

deictic pronouns and determinen which are likely to be affected by it. Thirdly, irregularities in 

distribution could be explained by properties of IRC technology and channel specific interaction 

patterns. Once again, #philosophy was identified as a speciai case with conventions which are 

more conservative and closer to written standards than the other nine channels. Fourthly, the 

four chmels with geographicai names were found to display an interesting cluster of similatities 

in the distribution of non-standard spelling items. 

Questions 

Prior research (Ferrara et al. 1991) has identified a high fiequency of questions, and 

yesho questions in particula. as typical for CMC and spoken interactions. in the analysis of 

questions our options are Limited by the capabilities of the wconcord software. It is not possible 

to detect the presence of yeslno questions directly since they are produced through an inversion 

of subject and verb. Naturally, it is not feasible to manually check every subject and verb in the 

CIRC for such an inversion. Moreover, not even the analysis of question marks allows us gauge 



81 

the presence of questions. This signal of questions in traditional discourse is not obligatory in 

IRC conversation. As exemplified by the following it cm be omitted: 

"<senna73> r u there" 

And it can be muitiplied as in the exarnple below: 

"<ParticipantP> what are you people doing ... Wihy arent you at work???" 

Furthemore. the letter '?' cannot be exarnined using the concordancer's word search 

function, because, following standard programming conventions, it stands as a wildcard for any 

letter. The means of quantitatively analysing questions in the CIRC left to us is then the analysis 

of wh-question words and the anaiysis of traditional answer items such as 'ok', 'yes' and 'no'. 

These c m  be easily counted using wconcords word count function. Of course a caveat is in order 

since these items can also be used in various other functions such as conjunctions, exclamations, 

and relative pronouns? Therefore, they are only an indirect measure for the presence of 

questions. 

Wh-questions 

Table 14 below displays the results of the analysis of the whquestion words and figure 

15 M e r  down illustrates the proportions of the distribution table. 

The analysis of syntactical properties of IRC talk described m e r  d o m  reveals a low 
occunence of subordinating conjunctions. This fact lends M e r  support to the rationaie of 
ushg wh-words as indicators of questions. 



how where when 
acmel 225 91 65 
acper 201 11 1 97 
dacan 229 152 122 
dache 351 152 115 
escyb 320 106 90 
eshel 592 155 223 
itaus 302 121 135 
itphi 241 1 08 163 
utbeg 370 137 73 
utcha 352 188 76 
total 3183 1321 1159 

Figure 15: Distribution of wh-words. 

what 
287 
317 
368 
323 
397 
717 
535 
51 1 
283 
335 

4073 

who which 
150 13 
149 13 
145 31 
79 8 

128 12 
83 57 

170 35 
165 79 
93 32 

164 6 
1326 286 

whose 
O 
O 
2 
1 
1 
O 
4 
1 
O 
O 
9 

Distribution of wh-words 

how where when what why who whkh whose 

utcha utbeg itphi i tws eshel 
escyb rn dache rn daan acper acmd 

Figure 14: Distribution of whwords, figures stacked to 100% 

A cornparison of the total numbers of occurrence of the wh-words in the CIRC with 

those of the Bmwn corpus yielded the following results. The items 'which' and 'who', which are 

frequently used as relative pronouns, were more fkquent in the Brown corpus. Additionally the 

very forma1 word 'whose' and also 'when' occurred more often in the Brown corpus than in the 

CIRC. Al1 the other wh-words are more fiequent in the CIRC than in the Brown corpus. Even 
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though these observations are based on only one comparison corpus it seems safe to Say in light 

of these proportions that the data fiom the CIRC supports earlier results that have found wh- 

questions to be of high fiequency in CMC discourse. Some more support cornes frorn the data of 

the four items available for comparison from the list of hundred most fiequent words in the LLC 

corpus, narnely 'when', 'who', 'which' and 'what'. AIl of these foliow the same pattern as the 

CiRC i.e. 'what' has a higher frequencies in LLC than in the corpus of written English but the 

other three have lower frequencies. With the exception of 'which' their frequencies are still lower 

than the respective fkquencies in the CIRC. It is clear that the high numbers of wh-questions in 

CMC stem fiom the interactivity in the discourse. Without a participating audience to answer the 

speaker's questions there is not much point in the asking except for rhetorical reasons. It would 

be worthwhile to compare the figures for the C[RC with those of a corpus of spoken English that, 

unlike the LLC, does not include non-interactive genres. 

As for the channel subcorpora of the CIRC the patterns observable for the wh-word 

distribution are less and less obvious than the ones found for the deictics. Also, recalling the 

caveat mentioned above the interpretation of these frequencies m u t  needs be more tentative than 

that for less ambiguous items. The general pattern of the above tables shows that 'what' and 

'how' are by far the most fiequent wh-question words in the CIRC. Al1 the others have 

freguencies of less than a third of these two. 

Both 'which' and 'whose' have vety low fiequencies and are therefore not suitable to 

serve as a basis for generalizations. Thete are several possible reasons for these low numbers. 

First of d l ,  'whose' is a word with a very formal connotation and therefore tends to occur in 

formai communicative contexts which are for the most part restricted to written genres. 
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Secondly, if the lack of syntactic subordination that researchers have found for other kinds of 

CMC also holds true for IRC, the numbers for 'which' would scarcely be inflated by its use as a 

relative pronoun. Thirdly, the kind of question that is introduced by 'which' usually presupposes 

the presence of a group of things or people from which the appropriate answer is chosen. For 

example the question: 'Which car did you take?' requires the rrspondent to know which cars you 

are talking about, Le. the red, the blue; or the Chevy, the Ford etc. This sort of knowledge is 

dependent on the situational context which is generally not a detailed one in an iRC chat room. 

Therefore it might be that 'which' in questions does not occur very often in IRC because the 

necessary elaborate situational context requises too much work to create verbally. 
I 

Channel #help scores highest for 'how', 'when', and 'what'. This again is in 

accordance with the finding that the interaction in this channel centers around information 

requests and responses. Below are two typical examples taken fiom #help: 

"<ParticipantC> mine fiend's master boot records are compted. how cm he fix it" 

"<ParticipantD> ParticipantC : try fdisk /mbr [...] 

<ParticipantC> Participantil: what will that do?" 

It is important however not to ovennterpret these numbers. #begimer, for example has 

very low fiequencies for most of the wh-question words although one would expect that 

newcomers to IRC would have fiequent questions about the medium and its conventions. 

Yedno questions and response items 

The other venue open to our exploration of questions is the indirect detection of yedno 

questions through the analysis of the comrnon response items to these questions namely 'yes' and 



'no' and their various variants. The tables 16 below show the distribution of these items. 

acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
utbeg 
utcha 
total 

yes yeah ok 
7 1 183 379 
70 172 117 

101 159 171 
1 05 87 278 
124 124 196 
115 96 253 
151 248 143 
144 66 86 
84 69 148 

441 115 195 
1106 1319 1966 

aYe no nope 
2 269 26 

42 332 26 
1 327 35 
1 292 38 
O 299 40 
3 309 35 

13 395 40 
5 366 l 8  
O 325 22 
1 267 48 

68 3182 328 

nah 
59 
52 
11 
5 

14 
8 

30 
15 
1 

12 
207 

Figure 16: Distribution of positive and negative response items. 

Distri bution of response items 

y yeah ok yep okay k aYe no nope nah 

utcha . utbg 0 itphi . itaur eshel 
escyb . dache . dacsn . scpw scmel 

Figure 17: Distribution of response items. Figures stacked to 100% 

Surprisingly, the proportion of 'yes' and 'no' seem to indicate that the latter, and 

therefore a negative response, is much more fiequent in the CIRC than the former. However, if 

we take into account variations of the positive and negative response such as 'yeah', 'ok', 'yep', 
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and 'nope' the emerging picture is different. When added up, the fmluencies of the positive 

responses outnumber the negative ones, a finding which is in accord with the patterns observed 

in spoken Ianguage. In the LLC, for example, 'yes' is twice as frequent as 'no'. It is interesting 

however, that proportionately, the CIRC still has more negative items than the LLC. 

It is possible that this can be amibuted to the fact reported by pnor research (Murray 

1991 b, Lunsford 1996) that certain politeness conventions have been weakened or rendered 

impractical in IRC. Maybe the trend to avoid negative responses when possible has been 

affected by the same mechanisms that are said to cause the decline in politeness standards. These 

are things such as anonymity, the need for quick typing or unreliability of connections. 

Furthemore, research has found that there is "ce as much negation overall in speech 

as in writing" (Biber 1988: 245). This would indicate that the language contained in the CIRC is 

in this respect even less like written English than the language of the LLC, a result that makes 

sense considering the representation of non-interactive genres in the LLC, which renders the 

statistics for the whole corpus Iess representative of spontaneous spoken conversation. 

As in our earlier discussions of personal pronouns the importance of non-standard 

spellings in IRC discourse camot be stressed enough. 'Ok', whose Frequency in the LLC is so 

low that it is not even part of the 100 moa fiequent words, has a fnquency of almost 

2000/million in the CIRC. Moreover, not only the Frequency but also the range of non-standard 

forms far exceeds that of the classic corpora. For example, 'nope' occurs only once in the Brown 

corpus yet the CIRC contains over 300 instances of it. Other items, with quite low kqwncies in 

the tables above, do not appear in the Brown corpus at dl. An example would be 'nah', which is 

a phonological spelling of negative response items peculiar to spoken language. Only the 
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inclusion of the plethora of non-standard foms of the positive and negative response allows us to 

analyze the phenornenon in its entirety. 

It is interesting that some of the non-standard forms, namely 'yeah', 'aye', and 'nah' 

display the same pattern we have already found with non-standard spelling foms of the deictics. 

In dl three cases the channeis with geographicd narnes account for the vast majority of 

instances. However, there are others, such as 'yep', 'nope' and 'k' which do not follow that 

pattern. in fact 'k' has a lopsided distribution with almost a third of al1 cases concentrated in the 

channel #cheers whereas 'yep' and 'nope' show a fairly nomai distribution. 

It is interesting to note that 'yeoh' is actually more frequent than 'yes'. This is the 

opposite of the distribution of these items in the LLC and can therefore not be attributed to a 

difference between spoken and written English. It rnight be due to the fact that the Intemet 

population and intemet technology are still most heavily influenced by North American culture 

in generai and US Amencan culture in particular. This is also supported by the fact mentioned 

above that the channeis with geographicd names are at the forefiont of the frequent usage of 

'yeah'. It would be worthwhile to study if this trend is revened in channels with a clearly British 

focus. 

When analysing the low end of the distribution #philosophy stands out. It scores very 

low for al1 items except 'yes' and 'no'. In this case it reveals its special conventions not through 

the ovenise of a certain form but rather through the avoidance of al1 non-standard variants. 

Another interesting case, but at the opposite end of the spectnun are the channels #melboume 

and #perth in which 'yes' is used only rarely. This lends M e r  support to the hypothesis that it 

is these two channels which have evolved the furthest away h m  standard written English usage. 
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The grammar of these response items is identical to their usage in spoken English. They 

often comprise a turn of their own. In IRC that means they are the oniy word in a message. 

Otherwise they are followed by a pause. In IRC this is signaled through the use of the three dots 

or the exclamation mark. The following examples should illustrate the syntax of 'yeah' as an 

example of a response item: 

"<ParticipantT> ye ah... al1 of them!!! " 

"<ParticipantG> participantrn: Cm you open the bleem file up with a text editor and 

look at the file header? [...] 

<ParticipantM> yeah" 

S-ary 

With the means of the present study it is not possible to positively ver@ the claim made 

in pnor research that questions are more fieqwnt in IRC than in other more conventional genres. 

However, the indirect analysis of wh-question words and response items indicates that these are 

more frequent in the CIRC than in the cornparison corpora Further evidence was found for the 

role of #philosophy as a linguistically more conservative channel and For the role of #melbourne 

and #perth in the linguistic vanguard. Moreover, additional distribution patterns that identifi the 

channels with geographicai names were uncovered. 

HdBhir 

The so-called hedges, 'sort of and 'khd o f ,  have ken identified in prior research 
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(Murray 199 1 a, Collot & Belmore 1996) as items typical for spoken language which also occur 

fiequently in CMC discourse. The analysis of the hedges was complicated by the fact that 'kind 

o f  and 'sort o f  can also be used in constructions such as: 'what kind of music do you Iike?' 

where they are not hedges at d l .  However, due to the relatively low fiequencies of hedges, 

comparcd to personai pronouns for example, it decided to manually remove al1 instances 

where 'kind of and 'sort of were used that way fiom the lists. The table below shows the 

distribution of occurrences of hedges in the CIRC. 

acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
ütbeg 
utcha 
total 

sort of 
2 
1 
1 
3 
2 
6 
6 
8 
1 
1 

31 

kind of 
4 
3 
6 
O 
4 
3 
2 
7 
3 
2 

34 

kinda 
9 
9 

17 
14 
15 
15 
29 
17 
18 
17 
160 

Figure 18: Distribution of hedges in the CIRC. 

Hedges are another case in point for the importance of considering the non-standard 

spelling forms in the analysis of the CIRC. In this case, an examination of the standard forms 

'sort of  and 'kind of  would miss the vast majority of hedges in the CIRC. The non-standard 

spelling variants 'sort' and 'kinda' taken together are, in fact, t h e  times more fiequent than the 

standard forms. This is the b t  tirne that we have found a non-standard spelling fonn that 

outnumben the standard form it is derived fiom. This phenornenon will be examined in more 

detail in the section on abbreviation. 

When looking oniy at the standard forms both hedges seem to be equally popular when 
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in reality the two forms based on the word 'kind' are much more fkquent. It was impossible to 

ver@ if this relationship between the two forms also exists in the Brown corpus because the 

corpus was not available to me in computerized fom so that the collocation could not be 

checked. Due to the low frequency of the individual items a complete channel by channel 

analysis of the distribution w u  not undertaken, since the srnallest of idiosyncracies would skew 

the results. It is interesting to note, however, that #melbourne and #perth are not leading the field 

in the non-standard spelling of hedges. In fact, the contrary is the case. 

Contractions 

Contractions with 'not', 'had', 'would', 'is', %as' and 'have' are accepted only in 

informal writing and are typical for spoken discoune. Not surprisingly, since CMC is similar to 

both these varieties, they have been identified in pnor research on CMC (Collot & Belmore 

1996) as being of hi& frequency. In the standard corpora there are two forms taken into account 

when analysing contractions: the long form, e.g. 'have not', and the contracted form 'haven't'. In 

the CIRC there is a third variant, which has been mentioned briefly above in the discussion of the 

variants of the personal pronoun 'i'. This is the contracted form with the apostrophe omitted as 

in 'havent'. 

Contractions with hot' 

Figure 19 below shows fiequencies of the three contraction variants of 'not' with the 

respective verbs. Verbs such as 'might', 'need', and %ad' which also dlow contraction with 

'not' but whose frequencies were so low that there were no instances for d l  ihree variants are not 



included in the table? 

is are was wete has have can will woulc shoulc could 
not 317 107 20 2 4 21 12 25 14 t O  11 
n't 220 74 85 10 42 126 472 131 100 34 67 
nt 173 65 69 7 16 98 405 159 68 21 34 

Figure 19: Contractions with 'not7. Absolute Frequencies. 

do does d id 
not 1 07 65 32 
n't 1546 270 322 
nt 1291 162 263 

Figure 21: Contractions with 'not'. Absolute 
fiequencies. 

Contraction variants 
P .  , ----- I r  

is are was were has have can will would should could 

O nt nrt not 

Figure 2 O: The three variants of contractions with 'not7. Numben stacked to 100%. 

26 in the special case of ' c d  the figures for both ' c m  not' and 'cannot' were collapsed 
into one. 



do does did 

3 nt n't not 

Figure 22: The three variants of contractions 
with 'not'. Numbers stacked to 100%. 

Illustrations 20 and 22 above clearly show that in the vast majority of cases the 

uncontracted form of 'not' is dispreferred in the CIRC. The only exceptions are the items 5s' 

and 'are' in connection with which hot' occurs more often than its contracted variants. 

However, this does not alter the fact that the general conventions of 'not' contraction in the CIRC 

follow those of spoken language and very informal writing. It is also interesting to note that the 

iRC specific fom, 'nt', unlike the uncontracted form, never ranks below 20%. This goes to show 

that the convention of dropping the apostrophe in the 'not' contraction is firmly established in 

iRC talk. Considering such widespread use, it is surprising that this trend has not been 

mentioned in pior iRC research. 

Since the d y s i s  of the non-standard spelling variants so fat has been very consistent in 
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showing that certain channels are more progressive than others in this respect. a channel by 

channe1 cornparison for the standard and IRC specific contraction variants was performed. To 

this end the frequency data for al1 'n't' and 'nt' variants was extracted for the ten channels. Then 

these fiequencies for the different hot' contraction collocations such as 'didnt' etc. were totaled. 

The nsults are displayed in the pie charts 23 and 24 below. 

"nt" distribution by channel "n't" distribution by channel 

m i  a acpn daan acmel acper B dacm 
dadm eshl  dache es* eshel 

- itphi utbag itaua itaus @ ilphi u t w  

m -a utcha 

Fipre 24: Distribution of the R C  specific 'net' Figure 23: Distribution of the standard hot' 
contraction by channel. contraction by channel. 

Similarly to the majority of standard vs. non-standard foms discussed so far, 

#philosophy proved to be the leading channels for the more conservative variant. For the IRC 

specific contraction with the omission of the apostrophe, the four channels with geographical 

names had four of the five biggest slices. #perth and #melbourne are again the highest scoring 

charnels in this category. 



Contractions with 'have' 

The contractions of 'have' are less fiequent than those with 'not' discussed above. 

Similarly to the 'not' contraction, there is an IRC specific variant of the 'have contraction which 

omits the apostrophe. The following figures display the ftequencies for the three variants of 

contraction with 'haveT in the CIRC. 

i YOU u we they 
have 1073 454 132 118 92 
*'ve 31 9 54 6 16 10 
ve 129 10 4 3 3 

Figure 26: Contraction with 'have'. Absolute ftequencies. 

Contractions with 'have' 

i YOU u WG they 

Figure 25: Contractions with 'have'. Nurnbers 
stacked to 100%. 

Surprisingly, the pattern of distribution for 'have' contraction is nothing like that for 

'not' contraction. In dl instances, the uncontracted fom is by far more fiequent than the 

contracted variants. The reasons for this remain unclear. It is interesting to note, however, that 

the iRC specEc contraction variant is always present although the contracted fonn is strongly 
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disfavoured overall. It is interesting to note that the non-standard spelling variant 'u' seems to 

strongly discourage the contraction. However, the item's fiequency is too low to determine if 

this is a gened trend or just a quirk of the data. 

Contractions with 'is' and 'has' 

Since the contracted forms of 'is' and 'has' share the same graphematic representation 

alone and are therefore indistinguishable by the concordancer, they will be analyzed together. 

The tables 27 below display the results of the fiequency analysis for the contractions with Ys' and 

'has' : 

has 
is 
*'s 
s 

he she it that who what 
34 48 67 23 3 1 2 

1 04 83 319 210 76 233 
t77 16i 1134 616 88 304 
83 95 1324 816 58 484 

Figure 27: Frequency distribution of contractions with 'has' and 'is'. 

First of d l ,  it is clear that the long form of 'has' is less ûequent than the uncontracted 

form of 'is'. It can therefore be assumed that the contracted forms with and without the 

apostrophe have sirnilar proportions and therefore are more often than not contractions of 'is'. In 

d l  cases, the standard contracted form with the apostrophe is mon frequent than the long forms. 

In fact, for al1 items except 'who', the contracted form is more frequent than the uncontracted 

foms taken together. Therefore, it is clear that overall the contraction of %as' and 'is' follows 

the pattern established by 'not' contractions and not the one for contractions with 'have'. 

Another interesting aspect of table 27 above is the distribution of the non-standard 



96 

contracted form. The case of 'it' must be excluded here because 'its' collapses both the 

contracted variant of 'it is' and the possessive determiner. For the other cases we find that the 

contraction without the apostrophe is less fiequent than the standard contraction except for the 

combinations with 'what' and 'that' where standard contractions are outnumbered by the iRC- 

specific ones . Incidentally, these two items are also the ones with the most letters. It is possible 

that the likelihood of abbreviation of the standard contraction by dropping the apostrophe is 

proportional to the length of the word that is created through the contraction. However, the same 

trend was not found for the other contractions examined thus fat. It is possible that the length of 

the contracted item, i.e+ two letters in 'nt' and 've' versus one letter 's' plays a role in this too. 

This phenornenon will be analysed in more detail when we examine abbreviations in the CIRC in 

chapter 7. 

Contractions with 'will' 

The contractions with 'will' are the least fiequent of the several contraction types 

investigated so far. Figure 28 below shows their fiequency distribution. 

I YOU u he she it we they that 
will 250 95 38 17 11 97 36 24 39 
"II 449 96 5 21 13 17 51 17 23 
II 270 15 1 nla nia 3 nia 4 6 

Figure 28: Distribution of the three contraction variants with 'will' 

From the results of the table above there emerges no clear pattern of preference for 

either the standard contraction or the non-standard variant. This is probably due to the low 

overall fiequencies of these contractions, which make it more ükely for idiosyncratic usages to 
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significantly influence the distribution pattern. Moreover, three foms of the non-standard 

contraction yielded no applicable results because they are homograph with the words 'hell', 

'shell', and 'well'. Note that the non-standard spelling 'u' seems to disfavour the contraction 

with 'will'. This is the same phenomenon we aiready noted with the contraction of 'have' and 

'u'. It could be that a double abbreviation within one word is too complex to be easily 

undeatood and therefore not fieqwntly used. On the other hand, this would run counter to the 

fiequently mentioned (Lundstrom 1995, Werry 1996, Wilkins 199 1, Murray 199 1 a) trend for 

abbreviation. 

Contractions with 'would' and 'had' were not examined in the present study because 

their fkquency is even lower than that of the contractions with 'will'. As was mentioned above, 

these fiequencies were already too low to establish patterns of distribution. 

When comparing the fiequencies of the contractions discussed above with the 

comparison corpora, several interesting trends are revealed. Unsurptisingly, the CIRC's 

fiequencies of contraction are far higher than the Brown corpus'. However, when comparing the 

CIRC to the contracted items fiom the LLC, which are among the Iist of the 100 most fiquent 

words, this pattern is reversed. The contractions entering the comparison are 'it's', 'don't', 'I've' 

and 'that's' . When we include the non-standard spelling form and add the fiequencies for the 

CIRC the LLC items still score higher with the exception of the contraction 'that's'. From these 

results it is clear that the conventions for contractions in iRC are very similar to the ones for 

spoken language. This supports the findings of pnor research. Moreover, the above analysis 

yields more evidence for the phenomenon discovered for contractions with 'is' and 'has', namely 

that the longer the word that the contraction is adjoined to, the more liicely it is to trigger the 



contraction. 

Dialects 

One of the linguistic characteristics that is rnuch more salient in spoken than in written 

language is the fact that speakers' origins are ofien betrayed by the presence of dialectal features 

in their speech. As mentioned in the methodology section, it is close to impossible to identifj the 

socioeconomic background of the participants in IRC. Therefore a study of social dialects in this 

medium is probiematic. While linguistic marken of socioeconomic class such as 'yous' instead 

of 'yod are certainly present in IRC, there is no way of meaningfully correlating them with 

specific IRC comrnunities, i.e. charnels. 

The existence of channels with geographicai names, on the other hand, allows us to 

identi@ with some confidence gatherings of people who share some sort of common 

geographical background. As discussed earlier, the region after which the channel is named need 

not necessarily be the place of physicai location of the participants in that channel. However, it 

can be assumed that there exists sorne co~ection between the people, the channel they join, and 

the narne of that channel. 

The existence of geographical dialects in [RC channels has been docurnented in the fint 

of my pilot studies Poe11 1997) and in Werry (1 996). Furthemore, in the course of the present 

analysis, a trend of the geographical channels to share certain speech-like qualities has been 

found as well. Moreover, some clearly geographical variation could also be detected at the 

lexical level. The table below shows the fiequencies of some words which are characteristic of a 



national or regional variety. 

acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
utbeg 
utcha 
total 

mate 
44 
24 

O 
3 

12 
O 

18 
8 
3 
7 

89 

wogls 
25 
2 
O 
O 
O 
O 
O 
O 
O 
O 

27 

hea pis 
15 
10 
1 
O 
O 
1 
4 
1 
O 
1 

33 

Figure 29: Distribution of words characteristic for a 
geographical dialect. 

The Canadian 'eh' is the most fiequent of the above lexical items and therefore its heavy 

concentration in the channel #canada provides the strongest proof for the existence of 

geographical dialects on IRC. The other four words are commonly associated with Australian 

English and their distribution shows that this is reflected in the linguistic communities of IRC 

channels. One item, namely 'wog' occurs almost exclusively in the channel #melbourne. The 

Concise Oxford Dictionary 8"' edition has two entries for 'wog'. The first describes it as a 

derogatory slang term for non-white foreignen. The second entry explains 'wog' as an 

Australian slang term for illness or disease. The online version of the Cambridge International 

Dictionary lists only the first meaning but additionally identifies it as an Australian slang term. 

This matches our data because the instances of 'wog' in the CIRC are localized in an Australian 

channel but seem to have the meaning of the fust entry. Moreover, the derogatory quality seems 

to have been replaced by a positive one. The following examples illustrates this usage: 

"<ParticipantM> any bombed wogs m g  me" 

"BarticipantY> i just discovered that wogs hate americans" 



What is more, 'wog' is also used in nicknarne formation for mations such as 'coolwog' 

or 'wildwog' which certainiy does not indicate a derogatory meaning. It is not clear if this new 

meaning of the word is IRC specific, or Ausûalian in ongin. 

Differences between geographicai dialects in IRC are not only realized through usage of 

certain lexical items but also through spelling. Table 30 below shows the fkquency distribution 

of some common words with regional spelling variants. 

favour favor colour color night nite nighVnite realise realize 
acmel 2 2 26 8 3.25 3 1 
acper 2 4 59 25 2-36 3 
dacan 5 2 42 19 2.21 3 
dache 1 1 4 1 05 109 0.96 3 
escyb 3 71 87 0.82 1 
eshel 1 22 15 16 0.94 2 
itaus 2 7 3 62 14 4.43 1 
itphi 2 9 30 12 2.50 8 5 
utbeg 3 17 62 42 1.48 2 
utcha 6 70 46 1.52 
total 5 6 25 69 542 378 1.43 15 17 

Figure 30: Distribution of lexical items with regional spelling variants. 

With the exception of 'night', dl the items in the table above have such low fiequencies 

that one look suffices to reveal that the channels #meIbourne, #perth, #australia and #canada 

generally favour the British spelling. The other channeis whose population, similarly to the 

Intemet as a whole, is presumably mon intluenced by US American linguistic standards and 

spelling conventions. 

The strongest case for this cm be made with the item 'night' which has high enough 

fkquencies to warrant a more detailed analysis. For this purpose the ratio of the standard British 
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versus the non-standard spelling, which is generally more acceptable in the US2', was calculated. 

On average the British spelling variant was 43% more likely than the non-standard variant. The 

five channels with a significantly higher incidence of the standard spelling were #melbourne, 

#perth, #canada, #australia, and #philosophy. It comes as no surprise that #philosophy, which we 

have found to be conservative when it cornes to spelling conventions. appem in this group. The 

channels with geographical names, however, are another matter altogether. The analysis of 

personal and demonstrative pronouns had show hem to be very susceptible to non-standard 

spelling variants. It appears that in the case of *nightY the influence of regional linguistic noms 

ovemides the usual preference for non-standard spelling in these charnels. 

Ellips W 

Various foms of ellipsis have been mentioned by researchers working on CMC ( F e m  

et al. 199 1, Murray 199 1, Lundstrom 1995, Weny 1996, Doell 1997). Omission of subject 

pronouns, articles, auxiliaries, and finite forrns of the copula have al1 been well documented by 

this research. Unfortunately, the present study, which uses cornputer software to search for 

strings of letters in a database, is not capable of detecting ellipsis which, by defmition, is an 

absence of words. However, the presence of ellipsis in IRC discourse is so pervasive that the 

analysis of a brief passage fiom the corpus can yield examples for al1 of the omissions reported in 

prior research. Below are a few exarnples of ellipsis: 

" The item 'nite' is listed as a variant of 'night' in the Memam Webster's dictionary and 
the Cambridge Dictionary of American English but not in the Cobuild Student Dictionary, 
Oxford Dictionary, and Cambridge International Dictionary of English. 



"<ParticipantM> anyone fiorn washington state??" 

"<ParticipantL, ParticipantH, heard from Participants" 

"<ParticipantK> what ya been up to ? [...] 

<ParticipantL> not much, just havent been on line and working two jobs" 

In the following order the exampies contain omissions of the copula 'is', awiliary 

'have' and subject pronoun 'you', auxiliary 'have' and subject pronoun '1'. The fiequent 

omission of the pronoun '1' has already been touched upon during the discussion of the personal 

pronoms. The three examples are al1 selected fiom a short 60 message sarnple chosen fiom the 

CIRC at randorn, yet they contain al1 but one of the omissions reported in pnor research. This 

attests to the widespread use of ellipsis in IRC. 

Colloquial Usage 

Colloquial usage has been reported by prior research (Femua et al. 199 1, Murray 1991a) 

to be a characteristic feature of CMC discoune. Unfoctunately, colloquial is a rather fuzzy 

concept. Ferrara et al. (1 99 1) quote expressions such as 'let's' and 'how about' as examples. 

Murray does not elaborate on what she means by "informal diction". It seems that what both 

authon are trying to capture under the heading colloquial are words, expressions and 

constructions which are considered typical of spoken rather than written language and which are 

appropriate to informai rather than formal speech situations. The number of constructions and 

vocabulary items in the CIRC which could be subsumed under this catch-al1 category is virtually 
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limitless. Therefore, 1 will describe just one example in some detail and briefly mention two 

othen which could be added here but which fit more appropnately under another heading. 

A prime example of colloquial, i.e. idormal spoken language is the use of expletives. 

Research on CMC, especially h m  authoa who explore the potential value of CMC technology 

for distance education (Kelm i992), has often documented and deplored the extensive use of 

expletives, or 'flaming', in CMC discouse. A different approach was taken by Stenstrem (1991) 

who analyzed the use of expletives in the London Lund Corpus of spoken English. Her analysis 

focuses on the differences in usage between male and femaie speakers, syntactic characteristics 

and discourse functions of expletives. tn her conclusion Stenstr6m points out that the data from 

the LLC that her analysis was based on was collected in the 50s and 60s from educated speakers 

of British English. Therefore, she stresses the need for a cornparison of her results with more 

recent data fiom other, for example younger, subjects. The present study cannot atternpt a 

detailed examination of the usage of expletives in IRC dong the lines of Stenstum's analysis. 

However, a fiequency cornparison of the most fiequent expletives in the LLC with rny data 

indicates the importance for comparative studies that incorporate more recent data. The table 

below shows the frequencies of some expletives in the LLC and the CIRC. 

90d gosh goodness bloody damn hell fucking ass shit 
LLC 75 30 18 21 4 9 9 2 2 
ClRC 236 15 7 57 402 244 147 273 392 

Figure 31: Frequencies of some expletives in the CIRC and the LLC. 

It is clear that there is a huge disparity between the expletives used in educated British 

speakers'conversations of the 50s and 60s and the compter mediated interactions of the 90s. 

Some of the disparity can surely be attributed to the fact that the LLC also contains non- 
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interactive speech, but the shift in usage is not only quantitative but also qualitative. Items with 

what Stenstr6m calls strong expletive force, such as 'shit' and 'fucking' have registered big gains 

in popularity whereas words with weak expletive force, such as 'gosh' have stagnated or fallen 

into disuse. In part this apparent change in the strength of the expletives is probably due to 

regional variation. Since the North Amencan influence is very strong on the Intemet, some items 

like ' bloody' and 'gosh', which are more popular in British English, cm be expected to have 

proportionately lower fiequencies in the CIRC than in the LLC. The frequent use of expletives 

which are very rare in traditional written genres is another case in point which proves the 

similarity of IRC discourse to spoken conversation. 

There are two more examples of colloquial usage which can be mentioned at this point. 

Firstly, use of the colloquial foms 'wanna' and 'goma' instead of 'want to' and 'going to' is 

very widespread in IRC. In fact, the colloquial foms consistently outnumber the more forma1 

variants. These items will be exarnined in more detail in chapter 7 in the section on abbreviatiun. 

Secondly, the occurrence of the get-passive which is widespread in spoken English but strongly 

stigmatized in wtitten English (Miller Br Weinert 1998) can definitely be regarded as a form of 

colloquialism in IRC. It has not been mentioned in pnor research on CMC. This construction 

will be anaiyzed in more detail in the section on syntactical complexity. 

Sy ntactical corn plexity 

Subordination and coordination 

Many studies have examined syntactical complexity and its relation to written and 
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spoken genres. Clausal subordination and coordination have been key concepts in this ongoing 

research effort. Mostly, it was claimed that subordination of clauses signaled greater syntactical 

complexity and was therefore typical for written genres. On the other hand, researchers such as 

Halliday (1985) found more subordination in spoken than in written texts. The results for CMC 

are also conflicting. Ferrara et al. (199 1 : 24) report 'Srequent use of relative clauses, adverbial 

clauses, and subordination" in their corpus but they do not supply the actual frequencies. My 

pilot study (1997) on the other hand found a low incidence of these sarne constructions. Biber 

(1988) stresses that "subordination is not a unified construct, [...] different types of structural 

dependency have different discourse functions, and [...] particular subordination features are 

therefore used to different degrees in different types of discourse" (Biber 1988: 229). 

Unfortunately, it is impossible without grammatical tagging of the corpus to isolate al1 

the different types of subordination. For example, infinitives, that-clauses, or participial clauses 

cannot be extracted fiom the corpus and quantified with the wconcord software. The one feature 

that can be analysed with the concordancer are conjunctions. Table 32 displays the fiequencies 

for the most common coordination and subordination conjunctions in the C m ,  the LLC and the 

Brown corpus". 

and or because although though tho if unless 
ClRC 8365 2262 632 28 31 3 155 2368 70 
LLC 12699 1658 1249 nla nia nla 1 764 nla 
Brown 28852 4207 883 319 442 1 2199 101 

Figure 32: Frequencies for common coordinating and subordinating conjunctions in the 
CIRC and the cornparison corpora. 

Predictably, considering the complexity of the problem as explained above, no clear 

" Some of the figures for the LLC were not available. 
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pattern of distribution emerges. When compared to the LLC and Brown corpus the CIRC seems 

to contain surprisingly high numbers of subordinating conjunctions, which runs counter to 

previous findings (Doell 1997). However, the results are in accord with the finding Biber (1988) 

reports, namely that adverbial subordinators such as 'because', ' if,  etc., CO-occur with features he 

has identified as typical for interpersonal and reduced-content type interactions. Such 

interactions are typically spontaneous casual conversations. 

Passives 

The frequent occurrence of the passive has often been used as an indicator of syntactical 

complexity. The detection of passives with the word search hc t ion  of the wconcord software is 

impossible because it would require the identification of al1 verbs in the corpus. Therefore the 

analysis will have to rely on estimates. For this purpose al1 forms of the auxiliary 'be' and the 

word 'get' for respectively the be-passive and the get-passive were extracted fkom the corpus. 

Then 120 instances of each item were analysed to determine if they were part of a passive 

construction. Note that the system messages 'is now known as' and 'was kicked by' were not 

counted as passives in the analysis. The percentage of passives found in the sample was then 

applied to the total number of occurrences of 'be' and 'get' to arrive at the following estimates 

for the occurrence of passive constructions in the CiRC. Of course, these estimates are educated 

guesses rather than statistical proof. The be-passives outnumber the get-passives by 

approximately 3000 to 400. The get-passive is less fiequent proportionately in the CIRC than in 

spontaneous spoken language for which Miller and Weinert (1998: 88) report more get-passives 

than be-passives. However, the get-passive is also rnuch more fiequent in the CIRC tbaa it is in 



traditional written genre where its use is strongly stigmatized and highly restricted. 

Greetiag and Leavetaking 

Greeting 

My first pilot study (Doell 1997) compared in detail the greeting and Leave-taking 

routines in several IRC channels. Some particularities of these routines were also briefly 

mentioned by Werry (1996). The present study follows up on this previous work, although the 

inter-channel differences are likely to be iess pronounced in the CIRC than in the pilot study 

because the CIRC's channels are dl English speaking. The table below shows the distribution of 

various words commonly used in greeting. 

hi hello h e ~  hiya heya rehi 
acmel 435 228 390 26 29 O 
acper 227 97 421 22 63 O 
dacan 545 238 41 1 69 47 O 
dache 1126 439 480 285 15 1 
escyb 899 288 670 169 89 O 
eshel 190 101 1 O0 9 3 O 
itaus 281 172 605 34 71 O 
iîphi 239 102 88 5 6 1 
utbeg 981 582 330 337 16 O 
utcha 1276 585 446 51 53 1 
total 6199 2832 3941 1007 392 3 

Figure 33: Distribution of ternis of greeting in the ten channels. 

re wlo hi 
O 
O 
O 
2 
5 
5 
5 

20 
t 
2 

40 

total 
1108 
830 

1310 
2348 
21 20 
408 

I l 6 8  
461 

2247 
2414 

14414 

The most fiequent greeting term is 'hi', which is another case in point to prove the 

strong influence of the North Amencan variety of English on the htemet. What is prticularly 

striking in the table above are the overall very high frequencies of these items in the CIRC. The 
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fint three, 'hi', 'hello', and 'hey', with fiequencies of 2800 and higher are al1 part of the 100 

most fiequent words in the CIRC. in the LLC they are not part of that list, i.e. they occur less 

than 740 times and in the Brown corpus they occur six. ten and fifieen times respectively. There 

are severai factors which contribute to this important role of greeting routines. Firstly, the 

constant coming and p ing  of participants leads to increased greeting compared to more the more 

static conversational groups which tend to form in traditional face-to-face interaction. Secondly, 

the convenational groups in the channels that were logged are larger than they are in real life. 

Twenty people attending a party could never participate in one single conversation. Thirdly, in 

IRC, greetings are the easiest and most accepted way for newcomea to establish contact with the 

rest of the group when they want to join the conversation. In real life conversations, the same 

usudly requires an introduction of the newcomer by some third Party. Fourthly, some people in 

IRC channels run soîalled auto-greet scripts. These are small software programs which are 

integrated by the users into their IRCîlient software and which send an automated greeting 

messages to every user who joins the channels. 

The items 'rehi' and 're' are IRC specific items with the meaning 'hi again' which have 

been discussed by Werry (1996). He reports the 're' ' kas  first used on various English-speaking 

channels. Its usage has since declined on English-speaking channels (although variant foms 

such as 'rehi' occur reasonably often)." The CIRC data does not support Weny's statement, 

since 're' is much more frequent in the CIRC than 'rehi'. However, the items' ovedl  

kquencies are too low to wanant a generalization of that w g e .  

When analysing the greeting items' total fieqwncies as displayed in column nine of 

table 33 above, one can distinguish three distinct groups of channels. The informational channels 
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#help and #philosophy have very low fiequencies. The channels with geographical names have 

fiequencies of around 1 .O00 greeting items per channel and the general chat channels show the 

highest incidence of greeting items with over 2.000 occurrences each. Thus the groupings whose 

existence has been established by the examination in the course of this study of other linguistic 

features, receivr further support from the distribution of greeting items. It is logicd that in 

channels where information exchange is the pnor concem of the participants, greeting routines 

with their fiction of establishing social contacts are not as commonly used as in social channels. 

In the case of the c h a ~ e l s  with geographical narnes, the relatively low occurrence of greeting 

items lends support to the two hypotheses advanced during the discussion of the personal 

pronouns, namely that there exist stronger in-group ties in the geographically named IRC 

comrnunities and that there is less participant tumover in these channels. Less turnover results in 

fewer newcomers who need to be welcomed, and stronger familiarity between group members 

might lead to the abandonment of formalities such as greeting. 

It is interesting to note that the IRC community has developed greeting expressions that 

are slightly different from those which can be observed in face-to-face interactions. Collocation 

analyses of the three most frequent greeting items reveal that they often combine with words that 

refer to an indefinite number of other persons such as 'dl', 'everyone', 'people', and its 

abbreviated form 'ppl'. Another item, the informal 'guys', only collocates with 'hi' and 'hey'. 

Typical collocations for greetings are therefore expressions such as 'hello ail', 'hi ppl', 'hey 

guys'. This probably reflects the participants' need to clariQ that their greeting extends to the 

whole multitude of users present in the channel. 



Leave-taking routines in IRC are both less vital and less fkquent than greeting. The 

main reason for this is probably the instability of network connections which results in people 

been disconnected fiom the conversation without pnor warning. When these connection 

problems occur between IRC servers the result is a so-called 'net split'. When it happens, it 

looks as if haif the people in an IRC charme1 have just lefi simultaneously. Due to these aspects 

of IRC technology, a failure to engage in leave-taking routines is not regarded as a breach of 

netiquette. This is reflected in the frequencies of leave-taking items displayed in table 34 below. 

items cYa c u c you CU cya seeyou see u see ya bye 
frequency 297 8 O 7 33 74 21 166 1332 

Figure 34: Frequencies of several leave-taking expressions. 

None of these items cornes close to the frequencies of the greeting routines. Even the 

figures for the most fiequent item 'bye' are slightly inflated due to the fact that wconcord counts 

both occurrences of 'bye' in the expression 'bye bye'. As with other linguistic features, it is vital 

to include spelling variants in the anaiysis. Among the leave-iaking items, the non-standard 

spellings with 'ya' are consistently more popular than standard spellings e.g. 'See ya' is more 

frequent than 'see you', 'c ya' is more fiequent than 'c you' etc. Furthemore, a channel by 

channel analysis of the most fiequent item ' byeY2' revealed that the pattern found in the 

distribution of greeting mutines also applies to leave-taking, namely, the infionnationai and 

geographicai channels have less leave-taking routines than the othea. 

r> See appendix I for the distribution figures for 'bye' 



CHAPTER 6 

ERSATZ - FEATURES OF IRC TALK WHICH ATTEMPT TO SIMULATE SPEECH 

Emoticons 

Emoticons have aiready been mentioned briefly in the methodology section. At this 

point a brief restatement of the definition of emoticons is usefbl. Emoticons are short ASCn 

glyphs which symbolize a human face and which can be read by tilting one's head 90 degrees to 

the lefl or right. They are used to convey information such as irony or doubt which is mostly 

hsuismitted through kinesic and paralinguistic cues in face-to-face conversation. Since these 

features of speech do not exist in the context-reduced situation of an IRC charnel, emoticons are 

used to replace them and compensate for this lack. Emoticons are a feature that is unique to the 

language variety that has emerged through the use of computen or, as Collot & Belmore (1996) 

cal1 it, electronic English. Their use in synchronous CMC has been widely documented 

(Lundstrom 1995, Weny 1996, Doell1997). Emoticons come in such an astounding variety that a 

complete inventory of the ones used in the CIRC could not be undertaken here. lnstead the 

analysis will focus on establishing a typology of emoticons and the patterns of usage and 

distribution of some of the most frequent ones. 

Emoticons come in two varieties: the ones for whose interpretation one has to tilt one's 
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head to the right e.g. (-: , and the ones such as :-) where you tilt your head to the lefi in order to 

read them. Accordingly, emoticons can be divided into a lefi bend and a right bend category. 

The next distinction c m  be made on the basis of the two basic ingredients of an emoticon. These 

are a symbol for the eyes and one for the mouth of the face which is to be represented by the 

giyph. The schematic àrawing beiow ihstrates the different categories in this typoiogy and gives 

a few examples. 

emoticons 

eyes 

Y 

- - 

mouth eyes 

( :  

{ ; 

I = 

Figure 35: Schema of the typology of emoticons. 

Using the schema above, emoticons can be grouped into definite categories such as al1 

left bend emoticons using the standard bracket as a mouthpiece. Examples of that category 

would include the icons: :) ;) =) :-) ;-) 8,) 8) and so forth. The combinatory variations of the 

emoticon schema are only limited by the iRC usea' imagination and the number of keys on the 

computer keyboard. In addition to mouth and eye piece variation various optional feahires can be 

added to the face. These can be features such as nose, chin, mustache, hair, headdress etc. To 
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illustrate some of the existing variety, a list of some of the emoticons encountered in the CIRC is 

provided in appendix J. Although the list includes almost exclusively left bend emoticons with 

colons and semicolons as eye pieces, it contains nearly 100 items. For a more extensive list of 

emoticons with explanations of their meauings refer to Lundstmm's appendix (1995). 

An aspect of emoticons that has been negiected by research on CMC is their pattern of 

usage, the grammar of these lexical items so to speak. Unlike the kinesic and paralinguistic cues 

they replace, emoticons cannot occur paralle1 to the message they accompany. The linearity of 

writing in IRC technology prevents it. The question is: at what point then does the emoticon 

occur? Does it precede the message whose meaning it modifies? 1s it inserted in the middle or 

does it postmodiQ the items it refers to? Our data show that IRC users strongly prefer to use 

emoticons at the end of their messages. For example, :), the most fiequent emoticon in the CIRC 

occurs 5300 times. In 4998 instances or 94% of cases its position is at the end of message. The 

second most fiequent emoticon, ;), shows the same positional distribution. Of 1052 occurrences 

10 14 or 96% are at the end of a message. This pattern has also been identified in prior research 

(Lundstrorn 1995). In those few instances where the emoticon does not occur at the end of the 

message, it is inserted at various syntactical boundaries. Usually it is inserted at the end of a 

sentence or phrase. The examples below illustrate this usage pattern of the emoticon :) : 

"cPdcipantD> oh but it does in my drearns :) trust me " 

"<ParticipantP> hows ParticipantT today? :) 

<ParticipantT> well, I've just corne back fiom having a lovely meal th& ParticipantP 

:) u?" 

There are very few cases of the emoticon occmhg at the beginnllig of a message. For 



example, for :) only 83 instances or 1.5% of the total follow this pattern. Usuaily these messages 

consist only of one or two words beside the emoticon. Below are some examples: 

As with other linguistic features discussed aiready, a charme1 by channel analysis of 

emoticons' distribution patterns was undertaken. Only the most fiequent emoticons were 

included in the analysis. Where possible, b o t .  the left bend and the right bend variant were 

analysed. Table 36 below summarizes the results of this analysis. 

acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
ut beg 
utcha 
total 

Figure 36: Distribution of the most cornmonly used emoticons and their right bend (rb) variants. 

The most striking feature of the table above is the distribution discrepancy between left 

bend and right bend emoticons. The data shows that right bend icons are largely dispreferred in 

iRC. The few instances of these emoticons are concentrated in the channel #philosophy, once 

more proving that channel's speciai status within the corpus. 

Another notable fact is the predominance of smileys Le. emoticons with a smiling mouth 

piece, versus fiownies. This follows the same pattern that we found for the positive and negative 

response items. Moreover, it attests to the generaily Giendly atrnosphere prevalent in iRC 
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cornmuni ties. 

Lastly and most importantly, the table above shows that the distribution of emoticons in 

the ten channels does not display a distinctive pattern like greeting items. The frequencies of 

emoticons in the ten channels are distributed over large ranges between 4 and 149 for :-O, 

between 8 and 23 1 for :p, between 44 and 290 for ; j. This failure to find an emergent pattern can 

be attributed to the emoticons' special characteristics. As explained above, they are a recent 

linguistic phenomenon which is largely restricted to CMC. Therefore, they have not yet acquired 

distinctive connotations of formality or geographical background dong which lines we have 

found the distribution patterns in the CIRC to emerge. However, distributional variation for 

emoticons between English and German-speaking channels has been reported (Doell 1997). 

Action messages 

Action messages which have k e n  addressed briefly in the methodology section serve to 

convey contextual information which is given by the environment in a face-to-face interaction. 

Such information cm be the description of complex actions undertaken by the user or it can 

simply provide paralinguistic cues such as grinning or nodding. Action messages are clearly a 

feanire of IRC taik which replaces a characteristic of speech which is unavailable in the 

interactive written medium. They have also been widely recognized as a characteristic featwe of 

IRC taik in prior research (Reid 1991, Bays 1998, Werry 1996, DoeLi 1997). 

Originally, usen manually created action messages and inserted asterisks in front and 

sometimes behind thern. Soon they became so popular among IRC w n  that the IRC client 

software now provides a special command for their creation which has been explained in the 
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methodology section. However, some usen still prefer to manually insert the action message into 

their discourse. Below are examples of one action message created with using the software 

comrnand and one which was created manually: 

"* Participants sticks her tongue out at yod' 

**<PanicipantC> *jumps on ParticipantR* 

Later on, the ever growing popularity of action messages resulted in the creation of 

preprogrammed action messages which can be accessed in the IRC client program with a simple 

mouse click. Natutally, since the interaction takes place in a virtual locale, al1 the activities 

described in action messages need not have a real world equivalent. In fact, some action 

messages describe action which would be impossible or highly irnprobably in a real world 

xtting. This is illustrated by the action message below which, also, is the most fiequent 

preprogrammed action message. 

"* ParticipantF slaps ParticipantM around a bit with a large trout" 

Note that action messages similar to the ones shown in the examples above are almost 

exclusively cornposed in the third person singular. This creates an illusion of detachment 

between the subject of the message and the author of the message which renders the description 

more vivid and believable. This process is similar to the creation of a narrator in literature which 

serves the same purpose. 

Unfortmately, it is not possible to accurately analyse the use of action messages in the 

CIRC quantitatively channel by channel. This is due to the fact that the appropriate wconcord 

word search function interprets the asterisk as a wildcard for any number and kind of letter 

However, the fact that the single asterisk is the eighth rnost fiequent item on the List of the 100 
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most frequent words attests to the popuiatity of action messages in the CIRC. Of course this 

figure is not identical with the number of action messages in the corpus. It is intlated by asterisks 

used in emoticons and by manually created action messages which are often not only preceded 

but also followed by an asterisk. The Iist of fiequencies for asterisks in the ten channels, which is 

shown below, was created with this caveat in minci: 

acmel acper dacan dache escyb eshel itaus itphi utbeg utcha 
t 1292 1 1 9  807 112s 1462 277 811 37s 1551 146; 

Figure 37: Frequencies of asterisks in the ten channels. 

The informational channel #help and #philosophy have by far the lowest nurnber of 

asterisks and therefore action messages. Obviously there is less need for vivid, life-like 

description of a situational context in these channels. Moreover, since the actions contained in 

action messages happen only in virtual space they are of not much use in these more factsriented 

channels. The action messages that we find in #help and #philosophy probably occur during 

those stretches of conversation which focus on social interaction and not information exchange. 

Backcbanneling 

Backchannel items occur exclusively in spoken discourse. niey are generally very 

short, sometimes not even lexicalized utterances such as 'oh', or 'mhm' which signal to the 

speaker that their message is king received. Backchannel items' meanings are hard to define 

apart h m  the fact that they generdly express agreement (StensMlm 1990). Their presence in 

iRC has not been mentioned by prior research but was noted in the course of the pilot mdies for 



this work. The table below shows the distribution of some common backchannel items in the 

CIRC. 

hrnm h m  ah oh yeah 
acrnel 40 4 16 84 183 
acper 27 3 15 100 172 
dacan 22 O 21 204 159 
dache 11 O 7 168 87 
escyb 30 4 7 150 124 
eshel 35 88 24 113 96 
itaus 66 5 43 255 248 
itphi 66 4 33 152 66 
utbeg 12 O 9 101 69 
utcha 30 1 13 193 115 
total 339 1 09 188 1520 1319 

Fipre 38: Distribution of some common backchannel items 
in the CIRC 

Of course, not al1 instances of these items function as backchannels. Due to their hi& 

frequencies however, we can safely assume that a considerable arnount of backchanneling takes 

place in IRC conversations. The following exarnple illustrates how participants make use of 

backchannels in IRC: 

"<ParticipantP > actually yes.. ;) Lany loves his boats ... but he truiy did need a rest.. . [...] 

cParticipantP> had a little scare with his he art.... ealier this year.. :/ [...] 

<ParticipantD> oh. .. 

cParticipantD i wanted him to take the trip.." 

Nanually, backchanneling in IRC carmot occur almost simultaneously as it does in 

spoken discourse, because iRC technology only allows for linear display of messages. Therefore, 

backchanneling is more obtrusive in synchronous CMC than it is in spoken conversation. This 

slightly dimptive quality probably results in a lower incidence of backchanneling in IRC than in 

spoken discourse. To m e r  suppoa this hypothesis with quantitative data fiom both spoken and 



written interactive discourse is a task for future research. 

Phonetic spelling 

Frequent atternpts at phonetic spelling in synchronous CMC has been widely 

documented in prior research (Werry 1996, Lundstrom 1995, Doell 1997). They are generally 

attributed to IRC participants' desire to make their written interactive discourse more speech-like. 

As mentioned in the methodology section, phonetic spelling is a fuvy category. Many words 

which are spelled phoneticdly are also shorter than their standard variants and could therefore 

also be examined under the heading of abbreviation. Moreover, many phonetic spellings also 

attest to their creators' linguistic creativity. Therefore, some items will be rnentioned both here 

and in the following chapter in which these phenornena will be examined. 

Due to the great variety of phoneticaily spelled words and corresponding low 

fiequencies of the individual items this phenornenon does not lend itself well to the automatic 

analysis with the concordancer. However, phonetic spelling is so prevalent that an analysis of 

any sample taken fiom the corpus will contain examples of the phenornenon. niroughout the 

analysis of CIRC, items which are particularly interesting in this respect were noted. 

Furthemore, al1 the discussions of non-standard spelling variants throughout chapter five 

contained examples for phonetic spelling. For example, the variants of the petsonal pronouns 

'ya' and 'u' for 'you', 'em' for 'them', 'dat' for 'that' can d l  be regarded as instances of phonetic 

spelling. 

The last item in the list is pmbably also a case of phonetic spelling imitating a 

geographical dialect. The figures in table 13 in chapter five illustrate that this spelling is most 
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muent  in the Austraiian channels. This phenornenon has already been noted by Werry (1996). 

An analysis of the items 'what' and 'because' and their spelling variants yields m e r  evidence 

for this use of phonetic spelling. Table 39 below displays the distribution of the two items and 

their spelling variants. 

acmel 
acper 
dacati 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
utbeg 
utcha 
total 

what 
287 
317 
368 
323 
397 
717 
535 
51 1 
283 
335 

4073 

wut 
1 

3 
2 
3 
3 

1 
2 
1 

16 

wot whut becaust becos becoz 
33 20 1 
25 11 1 3 

40 
19 

1 1 15 
1 1 47 

12 32 
1 101 

8 1 
1 1 21 

73 4 314 1 5 

COL CUS 
36 
42 8 
7 1 
1 
1 1 
3 

14 
1 
2 
4 1 

11 1 11 

Figure 39: Frequencies of 'what' and 'because' and their spelling variants. 

The variants 'whot', 'becuz', and 'becus' are not included in the table because no 

instances of them were found. The distribution clearly shows a preference for the spelling 

variants using 'O' instead of 'u' in the Australian channels. It is not clear which linguistic feature 

of Australian Engiish is imitated thus but the distribution which concentrates these forms in the 

channeis #rnelbourne, #perth, and #australia stmngly suggests the spelling reflects a geographical 

dialect. 

Phonetic spelling is also used to imitate social dialect feahires. The occurrence of 'yous' 

instead of 'yod was mentioned earlier. Other examples are the spellings 'dood' for 'dude', 

'gawd' for 'god', 'dawg' instead of 'dog', and the reduced form 'in' of the 'hg' ending. The 

latter is obviously the most fiequent of these items. For example for 'doing' and 'going' 



approximately one in seven instances is a reduced form. 

Phonetic spelling in IRC is not only used to imitate dialects but also other language 

variations. The spellings 'otay' for 'ok', 'fink' instead of 'think' and 'wif instead of 'with' for 

example, cleariy imitate the babbling of babies. Phonetic features that are especially prone to 

having their speiiing changed in the C K  are the 'th' sound and vowels. This tendency is 

probably due to the several pronunciation variants for the fint and the many spelling variants and 

phonetic reductions for the second. 

Pamlinguistic and suprasegmental cues 

As we have seen in the discussion above, iRC usen utilize phonetic spelling to imitate 

the pronunciation of individual words. However, their ingenuity at transposing features of speech 

into their interactive written discourse does not end there. They also imitate various 

paralinguistic sounds and suprasegmentai features of speech using the limited resources offered 

by a computer keyboard. These tendencies have been documented under various names by 

previous research. Lundstrom (1 995) calls it reconstruction of affect, Werry (1996) refen to it as 

paralinguistic and prosodic cues and Doel1 (1997) used the t em  onomatopoeia. 

The most fiequent paraiinguistic feature which is transposed into writing is laughter. 

Nurnerous variants of 'hehe', 'haha', 'hihi' etc. are in use on IRC. The most fiequent in the 

CIRC are the variants with 'e' followed by those with 'a'. Reduplication of letters is used to 

indicate the length of the laugh. Some users make extensive use of this option until the laughs 

are twenty or more letters long. The redupücation of letters to indicate drawn out pronunciation 



is also used in many other expressions such as the one displayed in the example below. 

"<ParticipantA> hi, anyone wanna cooool chat, msg me now" 

Creative phonetic spelling is another means employed by IRC users to express vowel 

length. The example below illustrates this use of spelling. 

W?art.icipantF> !ping my plumbers-crack-o'm-ass puh-leaze" 

Other paralinguistic sounds that are imitated by members of the IRC community include 

expressions of surprise, agreement, hesitation, apology, despair and many more. The 

corresponding items in the same order are 'ooh', 'uh huh', 'er', 'oops', and 'awww'. It lies 

outside the scope of this study to attempt a complete enurneration and quantitative evaiuation of 

these paralinguistic expressions because they are irnrnensely popular on IRC. An analysis of a 

any short sample of text from the CIRC will yield numerous exarnples of this phenomenon. 

The most cornmon and well known suprasegmental feature incorporated into written 

discourse by participants of IRC is volume. Capitalization indicates that something was 'spoken' 

in a loud voice. Some channels have strict conventions regarding the use of yelling and penalize 

users who overapply this principle. The conversation passage given below is a prime example of 

this mechanism at work. 

"<Participant@ TO HELL WITH THE CORPORATiONS WHO DO NOT HIRE 

FULL TIME ANYMORE [...] 

<ParticipantM> STOP YELLING YOU TARD!" 

Sometimes capitalization is also used to indicate stress as in the example klow. 

"6articipantD> w o o H 0 0  



iNNOVATION AND CREATIVITY 

The features of IRC talk discussed in this chapter occur neither in spoken nor in 

traditional written genres. They attest to the innovative and creative alteration of language by the 

IRC participants. This in tum is a quality which is considered more characteristic of speech than 

writing. Wrinen language, with its centuries old standards and high levels of formality, is much 

more conservative and resistant to change than spoken language and iRC talk. 

Nickname morphism 

Bechar-Israeli (1995) described in detail the great importance that nicknames have in 

iRC culture. They are the first and foremost component of a user's online presence. An analysis 

of the CIRC's nicknames and the establishment of a typology dong the lines of Bechar-Inaeli's 

study is not the goal of this work, although, there is certainly plenty of material contained in the 

CiRC for such an undertaking. Based on a count of the number of different nicknames in three 

log fiies in the course of the second pilot study, a conservative estimate of the number of different 

nicknames per channel is 300. This means that there are at least 3000 nicknames available for 
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study in the CIRC compared to the 260 which formed the basis of Bechar-Israeli's study. 

It is important to keep in mind that the number of nicknames is not the sarne as the 

number of participants because nicknames can be changed at will and are changed fiequently by 

the iRC participants. Proof of this cornes from the number of system messages which announce a 

change of nicknames. This measure tells us that IRC users changed their nicknames 5349 times 

during the conversations contained in the CIRC. Considering these high numbers, it is surprising 

that this phenomenon has not been exarnined in more detail in pnor research. While many 

researchers (Lundstrom 1995, Werry 1996, Bays 1998) mention the use of nicknames and the fact 

that they change, none of' hem explore the mechanisms at work. It is this changing of nicknames 

that out analysis will focus on here. We propose to term this phenomenon nicknarne morphism. 

To better undentand the workings of nickname morphism it is vital to know one basic 

principle of IRC technology. On an IRC network. nicknames mun be unique and there is no way 

of permanently registering a nicknarne for yourselt Once a participant quits the network her 

nickname becomes available for use. Bechar-Israeli describes this technical setup and the 

resulting quanels over nicknarne ownership in detail. For the discussion of nickname rnorphism 

this fact is important because it explains why so many nicks contain special characten and 

numbers. For example, if you decided to name yourself 'Bill' on the IRC network but this name 

is taken you can try combining 'Bill' with speciai characten to yield names such as 'Bill', 

'B+I+L+L', 'BillOlt, and so forth. Many name changes in the CiRC result fiom this quest for a 

unique combination of letters. The two examples fiom the CIRC below illustrate this kind of 

nicknarne morphism. 



"*** BadABoyz is now known as BadABoyO I "" 

"*** F'L'I'C'K is now known as Flick" 

Another result of the fiequent nickname conflicts stemming from this particularity of 

IRC technology is the development of dual nicknames. Many IRC users have a second nickname 

to fall back on in case their first one is taken. Tnere is even a provision for this in the IRC client 

software which will automatically try to log on with your alternate nicknarne if your first one is 

taken. OAen the second nickname is completely different fiom the first. It is like a second aspect 

of the user's online persona. This use of multiple nicknames accounts for a large number of 

nickname changes on IRC. Below is an example which illustrates this process. 

"*+* - blah- is now known as EFFEM 

However, the most interesting phenomenon in nickname morphism is not due to the 

technological constraint which requires the use of unique nicknames. Some users change their 

nickname to indicate that they are not physically present at the cornputer screen and therefore 

cannot participate in the conversation at this time. This enables other usen to realize that 

participant's online status with a glance on the participant roster rather than having to ver@ it 

through the IRC client software's status check feature. Below are some example of this 

phenomenon. 

"*** MiKlSleepz is now known as MiK" 

"*** chOisEAshOWerZ is now known as lilmisschoisey" 

""* - D' is now known as DuffBRB 

In the nickname anaiysis the quoted nicknames were not changed. The fact that there is 
no conversationai context was deemed sufficient protection of IRC users' privacy. 
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"*** "Angel-kitty" is now known as AngellAway" 

In the first two examples the users provide information on their current activities e.g. 

sleeping and showering. The last two, on the other hand, merely indicate that they are not 

physically present at their cornputer screens. 'Away' is the standard IRC expression for this fact 

while 'BRB' stands for 'be nght back' which is a common abbreviation of IRC talk. 

Morphologicdly speaking, the authon of al1 four examples signal the addsn quality of the status 

information. This is done through the use of special characters such as '1' and ' A ' or 

capitalization in 'BRB'. However, there are also instances where the distinctness of the online 

status morpheme is not expressed. An exarnple is provided below. 

"*** slezy is now known as slezygonebyebye" 

Over time the most common of these status indicaton, narnely 'away' and 'brb' may 

even evolve from preposition and abbreviation to tme suffixes. 

ASCII art 

The occurrence of ASCII art in synchronous CMC, that is, pictures that are made up 

entirely of ASCII characten, has been mentioned by several researchers (Werry 1996, Lundstrom 

1995, Wilkins 199 1 ). However, its use in IRC conversation, with the exception of emoticons 

which could be classified as ASCU art, is quite marginal. Since most ASCII art pictws require 

more than one line and often several lines of text, their use is discouraged by the anti-flood 

conventions which are enforced in most channels. A flood in iRC terminology is a massive 

infîux of usually identical messages coming nom the same user. This is very dimptive to the 
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discourse and therefore most channels have programs in place that automaticdly kick users who 

flood off the charnel. Incidentally, this practice also prohibits the spread of multi-line ASCII art 

on iRC. Some one-line pictures, however, are used. The classic example for these one liners is 

the picture of a rose which can also be found in the CRC as illustrated below. 

"* ParticipantEl Hando ParticipantR a Rose! @ -1-}- " 

These exarnples of ASCII art are often given as g i h  or to show off the creaton' 

creativity. The conventions of gifl giving on IRC have been examined in detail by Bays (1999) 

and will not be discussed here, 

Despite the flood convention, one space remains for ASCII art to flower on IRC. This is 

the so-called message of the day or MOTD for short. This message is displayed at the very 

begiming of an IRC session, i.e. immediately afier the logging on to the network but before any 

channels are joined. The message usually contains administrative information such as who to 

contact with questions, which noms of behaviour are enforced on this particular RC-sewer, and 

sometimes the message also displays large scale ASCII art. We do not include any examples here 

because this usage of ASCII art does not impact on the linguistic nature of IRC taik. 

Neologisms 

Akin to phonetic spelling, neologism is a fuzzy category. Firstly, it is lefi to the 

personal judgement of the researcher to determine how recent a word mua be in order to be 

recognized as a neologism, i.e. a new word. Moreover, some overlap exists with this category 

and the abbreviation category because the coinage of a new abbreviation can also be regarded as a 
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neologism. The analysis of neologisms in the CIRC is m e r  complicated by the fact that they 

must be identified manually before they can be sought out with the concordancer. If the corpus 

were to be tagged grammatically, the paner wouid identiQ the words which are not in its 

language database, thus possibly uncovering large nurnbers of neologisms. 

Unsurprisingly, a large number of neologisms used in the ClRC pertain to computer and 

IRC technology. Several of the latter have been mentioned aiready. Some examples are: 'flood' 

with the meaning of sending multiple messages in quick succession, 'kick' with the meaning of 

removing a participant temporarily from a channel, 'nick' as a short form of 'nickname', 

'operator' and its abbreviation 'op' meaning a privileged IRC user who moderates the interaction 

in a channel. 

Naturally, IRC talk also incorporates and sometimes adapts many general computing 

terms. For exarnple a 'ghost' on IRC is not a spirit from the netherworld but a participant whose 

connection to the server is broken but who, due to a computer glitch, is still registered as being 

online. Often, IRC usen extend the grammatical fictions of such computer terms. For 

example, the tem 'dcc' is originally a short fiom of 'direct client-to-client' and as a noun 

describes a feature of iRC client software which allows two users to bypass the IRC server and 

establish direct connections between their cornputen. Now, 'dcc' is equally if not more often 

used as a verb which can mean send via a dcc connection or establish a dcc comection. This 

usage is illustrated in the examples below. 

"<ParticipantC> anyone care to creat a good fiiendship please dcc or msg me!!!" 

"<Participants> well ...., ParticipantT ... 1'11 dcc you the list ... have about 5 gig lefi?" 

Moreover, IRC participants use such computer terms as bases for new word formations. 
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The tenn 'ping', for exarnple, is defined in the Hypertext Webster jargon file3' as 1. 'h. Slang 

term for a small network message (ICMP ECHO) sent by a cornputer to check for the presence 

and alertness of another" and 2. " M./ To send a message to al1 members of a (mailing list) 

requesting an {ACK) (in order to verify that everybody's addresses are reachable)." In IRC the 

derivational noun 'pinger' and adjective 'pingy' are in use as well. 

Naturally, due to the limitations outlined at the begiming of this section, the list of 

neologisms mentioned above is not exhaustive. This mut  rernain a project for M e r  research. 

As a source of 1999 IRC talk, the CIRC will enable later studies of neologisms on IRC to veriQ 

just how recent the words they find are. 

Innovative spellings 

As in the neologism and the phonetic spelling category, the innovative spellings 

category contains borderline cases which could also be assigned to other categories. The prime 

exarnple of this is the word 'peeps' which was found in the CIRC as a variant of 'people' or 

'peoples'. It is clearly an innovaiive spelling, but it is also shorter than 'people' and could 

therefore be classified as an abbreviation. Furthemore, it might be an attempt at a phonetic 

spelling of some idiosyncratic pronunciation. Finally, it could be regarded as a new word and 

would therefore fa11 into the neologism category. In order to limit the inclusion of such 

problernatic borderline cases, the words that will be examined in this category are al1 of 

comparable length compared to theu standard spelling. However, some might still represent 

Available online at: httpY/work~ucsd.edu:5 14lfcgi-binlhttp-webstet 
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attempts at phonetic spelling which de@ clear identification. 

One of the imovative spellings has already been mentioned in the discussion of persona1 

pronouns. It is the fom 'yew' instead of 'yod. Another item with a similar spelling is 'tew' 

which is a variant of both 'too' and 'to'. An innovative spelling which follows the pattern of 

'too' is the spelling 'yoo' instead of 'yod. This spelling might aiso indicate a long vowel and 

therefore is possibly an attempt at a phonetic spelling. 

There are several imovative spellings for the sound [A] in the CIRC. The spelling 

'lurve' or 'luv' instead of 'love', the spelling 'forking' instead of 'fucking' are other examples of 

this formation. There is an alternative spelling 'skool' instead of 'school' which rnight be an 

abbreviation since it is shorter than the original. That interpretation is unlikely, however, because 

of the repiacement of the consonants 'ch' by 'k', which is a letter that does not occur in the 

original spelling, and not 'c'. 

As with the phonetic spellings and neologisms, the examination of the phenornenon in 

this study cannot be exhaustive. Moreover, most of the innovative spellings have such low 

fiequencies that a channel by chwnel analysis would not yield reliable results. There is, 

however, a noticeably high incidence of these spellings in the channels #melbourne and #perth, 

which strengthens the evidence for their especially progressive and innovative character. 

Ab breviation 

Abbreviations are perceived by many people as one of the most central features of IRC 
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talk. Introductions on IRC available online" usually provide interested newcomers to the 

medium with whole lists of abbreviations which are common on IRC. Researchers ( F e m  et al. 

1 99 1, Reid 199 1, Lundstrom 1995, Werry 1996) agree with this general assessrnent of 

abbreviations in synchronous CMC and argue that their use is largely motivated by the IRC users' 

need for speed. When addressing the issue of abbreviation, most researchers follow the example 

of the IRC 'how to' websites and focus on acronyms. Lundstrom (1995), for example, publishes 

a list of about 130 abbreviations in his appendix which contains only five expressions that are not 

acronyms. On the one hand, this focus makes sense because acronyms are usually more dificult 

to interpret than other abbreviations. On the other hand, the data in the CIRC suggests that users 

are much more likely to encounter abbreviations which are the result of clipping, innovative 

spelling, and phonetic spelling than acronyms. Moreover, the former are not only nurnerically 

more frequent than acronyms, they also corne in a larger variety. Of Lundstrom's list of 

abbreviations, i.e. acronyms, only a handful occur in the CIRC but four out of dve of the non- 

acronym items occur in CIRC with the lowest Frequency being 46. The table below displays the 

distribution of the most frequent acronyms in the CIRC3'. 

3? See http://www..htmltips.codpatricWirc.hmil or 
http~/wwwcmiser.uni-heidelberg.del-mseu for examples. 

33 Individuai channel fkquencies are not included for the long foms. The long foms are: 
'laughing out loud', 'be right back', 'be back later', 'by the way', 'rolling on the tloor laughing'. 



acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
~ S C Y ~  
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
utbeg 
utcha 
total 

IoUlong brb 
26 
36 
52 

133 
1 O3 
30 
52 
12 
84 
64 

5 592 

brbnons bbl bblllong 
5 
5 

12 
19 
34 
3 

11 
10 
16 
17 

20 132 25 

btw btwllong 
7 
3 
1 
4 
5 
3 

15 
12 
5 
5 

54 12 

Figure 40: Distribution of common acronyrns in iRC. 

Overall the acronyms outnurnber the long versions by fat. Even the most fiequent long 

version does not reach a quarter of its acronym's fiequency. However, the most interesting 

feanire of the table above is the proportion of the long foms venus their acronyms. The 

relationship between the two is an inverse correlation: the more fiequent the acronym, the less 

fiequent the extended version. This is probably due to the fact that the less frequent acronyms 

musi be explained more often than the more fiequent ones. 

The distribution of the abbreviations created through clippings and innovative spelling is 

quite different fiom that of the acronyms. The tables below display the distribution of several of 

the most fiequent examples of this kind of abbreviation and their long foms. 



acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
utbeg 
utcha 
total 

please 
167 
55 
65 

147 
122 
133 
83 
35 

279 
111 

1197 

thanks 
48 
33 

102 
234 
206 
170 
70 
22 

326 
191 

1402 

thx YOU 
O 631 
O 697 
8 1123 

47 1014 
19 1172 
23 1380 
8 7407 
O 1427 

39 1272 
51 1138 

195 1126t 

Figure 41: Distribution of some frequent abbreviations through clipping and innovative spelling. 

acmel 
acper 
dacan 
dache 
escyb 
eshel 
itaus 
itphi 
utbes 
utcha 
total 

gaing tc gonna 
34 
52 
75 
39 
61 
40 
46 
25 
30 
30 

337 432 

want to wanna message 
698 73 
489 50 
190 17 
68 13 

169 13 
42 27 
83 4 
17 3 

118 41 
228 16 

924 2102 257 

rnsg suppose 
633 11 
472 4 
127 15 
40 9 

102 15 
35 8 
19 29 
O 24 

70 f 1 
1 76 8 

1674 134 

spose 
2 
4 
O 
4 
O 
2 
3 
3 
2 
2 

22 

about 
110 
1 36 
159 
128 
110 
231 
232 
267 
140 
i l 8  

1631 

bout +' 
12 
26 
16 
9 

21 
9 

23 
7 

14 
9 

146 
Figure 42: Distribution of some fiequent abbreviations through clipping and innovative spelling. 

It is interesting to note that the proportion of long versus short fonn in the tables above 

is quite the opposite of the pattern observed for acronyms. Here, the long form outnumbers the 

short form in the majority of cases and even in the few cases where it does not, i.e. 'want to' and 

'going to', the short fom is oniy slightly more than twice as frequent as the long one. The reason 

why exactly these two forms display this deviant distribution probably lies in the fact that both of 

hem are so common in speech that they had a l d y  found their way into written language before 

the arriva1 of CMC. They are still not acceptable in formai writing but they occur on billboards, 

in advertisements and other forms of popular writing. Abbreviations such as 'u' for 'yod, 'r' for 



'are', or 'spose' for 'suppose', on the other hand, are still not found outside the malm of 

electronic English. 

At this point a short correction of a daim made by Werry (1996) needs to be made. He 

reports the use of the abbreviation 'yr' on IRC, which, according to him, stands for 'your'. Data 

from the ClRC shows that it is used with that meaning ody in 10 out of 75 instances and in 65 

cases it is in fact an abbreviation for 'yeat'. It might be that Weny's database was not large 

enough to detect the second and more popular meaning, but it is also possible that this change is 

due to diachronie variation. 

Finally, mention should be made of a kind of abbreviation which is very characteristic 

for IRC talk, namely abbreviation through use of numbers. There are many examples of this in 

the CIRC. The most frequently used numbers are '4' instead of 'for', '2' instead of 'to' or 'too', 

and ' 1' instead of 'one'. The most productive of these is probably ' 1'. The table below shows 

the distribution of some popular abbreviations cnated with the digit ' 1 '. 

no1 everyl somel any1 ne7 nome none everyont someonr 
acmel 4 6 6 36 24 2 12 117 40 
acper 5 1 36 55 3 5 90 70 
dacan 3 1 4 1 2 13 145 70 
dache f O 3 4 7 139 54 
8-b 3 2 7 4 1 5 149 47 
eshel 3 3 6 1 7 11 17 183 
itaus 1 4 5 8 3 6 69 53 
itphi 4 3 3 41 37 
u t w  2 1 7 3 6 150 1 24 
utcha 4 2 6 1 1 3 170 65 
total 8 38 20 I l 7  86 29 71 1087 752 

Figure 43: Distribution of abbreviations created with the digit ' 1'. 

anyone 
581 
368 
277 
68 

151 
330 
101 
42 

174 
197 

2298 
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From the figures of the table above it is clear that the abbreviations using numbers, 

while certainly productive, are not as widespread as the abbreviations using clipping and 

innovative spelling. None of their fkquencies is more than 5% of those of the long foms. 

Probably, this type of abbreviation is too recent a developrnent to bave gained general 

acceptame, even in a medium which is as open to change as RC. Centuries of keeping numbers 

and letters separate cannot be forgotten in the barely 20 years that CMC has existed. Evidence to 

support this hypothesis cornes from the two most frequent abbreviated items in the table above, 

namely 'any l ' and 'ne 1 ' . Their distribution shows a distinctive concentration in the channels 

#melbourne and #perth which we have found to be the most linguisticaliy experimental of the ten 

channels contained in the CIRC. 



CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

ResultJ of the study 

The creation of the CIRC revealed several factors which will be important for the M e r  

development of corpora of synchronous CMC. Firstly, the date of data collection, i.e. the day of 

the week or time of day, does not significantly influence the nature of the data collected. 

Secondly, a standardized length of text passages is vital for cornparisons within the corpus. 

Thirdly, the distortion effect created by system messages must be taken into account and carefully 

gauged during the statistical analysis of the corpus data. Fourthly, the nature of the data in the 

corpus creates important structural differences, for example in the amount of dirty data, the 

typeitoken ratio, and the fiequencies of the individual words, compared to corpora of traditional 

written and spoken genres. 

Overall, the analysis of the CiRC supported the findings of earlier studies on 

synchronous CMC. Where differences were found, for example in the usage of abbreviations or 

spelling, they were usually limited to questions of degree rather than principle. Throughout the 

analysis, feanires were found, e.g. in the discussion of the personai pronouns and innovative 

spelling, which rendered expressions in iRC longer than necessary. This fmding nuis counter to 

the widely proposed theory that iRC participants use linguistic nduction wherever possible in 



order to simulate the speed of speech. 

Statements of trends in the linguistic behaviour of IRC participants which had been 

based largely on educated guesses could be replaced by observations based on fiequency data. 

IRC communities or channels were found to be the locale of systematic linguistic variation. 

Especiaily important is the discovery of channels with geographicai names as the most 

linguistically progressive and innovative communities on IRC. Equally significant is that the 

influence of geographical dialects from the real world can ovemile the tendency for 

experimentation in these channels in the virtual world. At the other end of the data spectrum in 

the CIRC, the channels with a more informational focus were found to have linguistic 

conventions which were doser to those of traditional written genres. It is important to note that 

although variation across the ten chmel s  was found, this variation was never so fùnciamental as 

to result in non-occurrence of iRC-specific features. For exarnple, even #philosophy had its share 

of non-standard spellings, abbreviations, emoticons, etc. Several phenornena that had been 

omitted or mentioned only in passing in pnor research were examined in more detail. These are, 

for example, the identification of dual deictic reference, conventions of greeting and leave-taking, 

the categorization of emoticons, the mechanisms of nickname rnorphism, and the relative 

fkquency of different types of abbreviation. 

Perhaps the most important fuiding of this shidy is the abundance of evidence for the 

similarity of interactive written discourse as exemplified in IRC to spontaneous casual 

conversation. These similarities were fouad through statistical cornparison, and through detailed 

aaalysis at both the lexical and the syntactic level. Of course this is not to say that [RC is 

identical to speech, but tbat it displays characteristics of it at every level of dixourse right down 



to the imitation of phonetic, paralinguistic and suprasegmentai features of speech. 

Applications 

The possible applications for this study are many. First of all, the corpus itself is 

adaptable to a variety of research interests. For example, during the creation of the CIRC, 1 was 

approached by a professor of language engineering whose students wished to use the corpus data 

to train EL conversation machine. The CIRC could also be an excellent source of authentic 

examples to complement researchers' persona1 log files. For example, there are 30 instances of 

the so-called cookie convention3' in the CIRC which is a topic that Hillary Bays (1 998,1999) is 

currently working on. 

Moreover, the CIRC cm be easily and greatly expanded at low cost so that, for example, 

variation across channels could be studied in more detail. The ease of expansion is demonshsited 

by the HAL corpus (Burgess, K. & Livesay, K. 1998) which is a corpus of asynchronous CMC 

containing more than 200 million words. It has been used in psycholinguistic research and has 

been found to yield significantly better results than the Brown corpus for word recognition tasks. 

It is possible that a sirnilady large corpus of synchronous CMC would improve these results even 

more. 

Possibly the most far reaching application of the CiRC would be its use as a 

complement to corpora of spoken Engiisb. Countless researchers have strongly urged for the 

creation of more corpora of spoken English. John Sinclair (1 99 1 : 1 5) for example writes: "Most 

The of vimial cookies is the prime example of gift giving on the Internet. 
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corponi keep well away fiom the problems of spoken language - with some honourable 

exceptions - and, for a corpus which in any way purports to reflect a 'state of the language', this 

is most unfortunate." Geofiey Leech (1997: 17) puts it even more strongly: "This prioritizing of 

the written language has peaisted through the history of corpus development. For exarnple, the 

BNC consists of c. 90 million words of written Engiish, and only c. 10 million words of spoken 

language. Why this discrepancy? The reason, simply, is that spoken language is much more 

expensive to collect, at the present stage of technological progress, than written language. It costs 

roughly as much to collect 10 million words of spoken language (requiring, as this does, manual 

transcription) as to collect 90 million words of written English - and even then, the result is linle 

more than a basic orthographie transcription." 

Given the high cos6 of spoken corpora on the one hand and the lack of quality 

rnentioned by Leech on the other, it would make sense to complement existing spoken corpora 

with low cost corpora of interactive written discome which has so many features of speech. 

Moreover, the influence of CMC on other varieties of English will continue to grow since the 

increases in cornputer use and the economic importance of the Intemet show no sign of abating. 

This trend may be illustrated by a story 1 was told recently by a f'iiend. He confessed to using the 

acronym 'brb' which means 'be right back' in a conversation with other fiiends and was 

confronted with the blank, uncomprehending faces of his Friends. However, considering the 

growing popularity of CMC, this state of affairs rnight not remain for long. As the following 

quote fiom PaoUilo (1999~') illustrates, 1 am not done with this prediction: "Many scholars 

'' This quote is fiom an unpginated version of the article published on the Intemet. It is 
taken fiom the paper's abstract. 
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anticipate that online interaction will have a long-tenn effect on the evolution of language" 

Suggestions for further research 

As mentioned throughout the study, the analysis of the CIRC could be greatly enhanced 

and facilitated by grammatical tagging. It is likely, however, that the use of a standard parser for 

this task would encounter serious problems. These would surface especially in the areas of 

innovative and phonetic spelling, abbreviation, and typing mistakes. in order to address these 

problems, major alterations to the parsing software seem inevitable. 

Once grammatical tagging is achieved, a more ambitious project would be the creation 

of a monitor corpus. John Sinclair coined this tum for a corpus which no longer has a given size 

or number of included texts. Instead, language data would be constantly fed into the corpus as 

through a filter and be discarded after a while. Researchers would submit their queries and the 

corpus software would retrieve the appropriate data fiom the flow of linguistic information. For 

traditional written and spoken genres, the creation of such a monitor corpus is a very costly and 

complicated undertaking. However, the same is not me For CMC in generai because it is already 

available in electronic b m  and for IRC in particular because it naturally occurs as a sûearn of 

language data. 

The setup of a research iRC sewer could be achieved at minimal cost and effort. The 

method of lurking Br logging would be replaced by simply logging. Users would be idorxned in 

the message of the day that their contributions may be used for research purposes which would 

eliminate the copyright issue that has plagued corpus development since the begilining. 
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Moreover, if users were required to register with the server, adrninistering user surveys or 

interviewhg individual participants could be implemented with ease. The establishment of the 

necessary software for a monitor corpus or IRC would be the most dificult part of the task. It is 

possible that suitable software already exists and is used by spy agencies to monitor the electronic 

Mc over the Intemet. Whether similar software couid be obtained easily for research purposes 

is another question. A monitor corpus of this kind would be immensely usefbl for linguistic 

study and especially variation studies. Researchers would be able to observe linguistic change as 

it happens. It would be possible to pinpoint exactly the time, author, and spread of a change. 

This could help uncover mechanisms which have eluded linguists for centuries. 

As we can see, the creation and analysis of a corpus of internet Relay Chat is a project 

which has nurnerous applications and far reaching implications for the field of linguistics in 

general and corpus linguistics in particular. These stem fiom two main aspects of IRC 

conversations: firstly, the many features of casual spoken conversation and secondly, the easy, 

low cost marner of data collection from this medium. Both of these quaiities have been proven 

beyond doubt by the present study. Hopefully, the CIRC will be the fmt step towards a full 

exploitation of this medium's unique possibilities. This is al1 the more important considering the 

medium's burgeoning popularity and likely influence on the process of linguistic change. 
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CHAPTER 9 

APPENDIX 

Legend to the appendix: 

1 = acmel = #me1 boume 
2 = acper = #perth 
3 = dacan = #canada 
4 = dache = kheers 
5 = escyb = #cyberchat 
6 = eshel = #help 
7 = itaus = #australia 
8 = itphi = #philosophy 
9 = utbeg = #begimers 
10 = utcha = #chat-world 

Appendix A: 

The basic measures for the 200 CRC files. 
Name Words Types c> ... TK Total M WIM Hapax T-Hapax HapaxIMille 
acmeI0515003 
acmel052 5006 
acmel0615003 
acme1062 5004 
acrnelO715003 
acme1072 5001 
acmel0815008 
acmell O1 5003 
acmell 1 1 5004 
acmell215002 
acmel13 1 5007 
acmell32 5006 
acmell415002 
acmel142 5000 
acme1143 5001 
acmeli 51 5000 



acme1152 5002 
acmel153 5001 
acmel154 5002 
acmd 1 55 501 3 
acper051 5002 
acper052 5007 
acperû6l 5001 
acper062 5006 
acper071 5001 
acper081 5007 
acperl01 4994 
acperl l l  5006 
acperll2 5002 
acperl21 5003 
acper122 503 1 
acperl23 5006 
acper124 4997 
acperl31 5008 
acperi 32 5004 
acper133 501 2 
acperl41 5006 
acperl42 4997 
acperl51 501 5 
acper152 5001 
daan011 5003 
dacan012 501 0 
dacan013 5005 
dacan0415007 
dacan042 501 0 
dacan0515001 
dacan052 5003 
dacan053 501 3 
dacm061 5002 
dacm0625005 
dacan063 5002 
dacan0715009 
dacan0725008 
dacan073 5000 
dacan0815003 
dacan0915006 
dacm111 5000 
dacan1215009 
d a m l  31 5009 
dacan132 5000 
dache0115006 
dache0 1 2 5006 
dacheû415002 
dache0425002 
dache05 t 5001 
dache0615004 
dacheô815002 
dachet091 5004 
dache09250i 0 



dachel 11 5004 
dachel 21 5004 
dachel 31 5007 
dachel 324998 
dachel 33 5002 
dachel 34501 2 
dachel415002 
dache1424999 
dachel 51 5005 
dachel 525022 
dachel 535005 
escybO 1 1 5004 
escyb012 5005 
escyb013 5005 
escyb0215006 
escyb031 5004 
escyb032 5000 
escyb033 501 2 
escyb034 5002 
escyb035 5007 
escyb0415000 
escyb0515006 
escyb052 5004 
escyb0715011 
escyb072 5003 
escyb0815003 
escybl 1 1 4986 
escybll2 5008 
escybl215002 
escy b13 1 5005 
escybl32 4994 
eshel0ll 5007 
eshel012 5004 
eshel031 5001 
eshe1032 5004 
eshelO33 5007 
eshel051 5002 
eshe1052 50 10 
eshe1053 5006 
eshel07l 5003 
eshe1072 5003 
eshelO81 5001 
eshel091 5007 
eshell41 5001 
eshel151 5001 
eshe1161 5005 
eshell71 5016 
eshel172 5000 
eshell91 5003 
eshe1192 5002 
eshel193 5000 
itau8031 5009 
itaus032 5005 



itausO41 5002 
itaus061 5002 
itaus151 5008 
itaus152 5003 
bus153 5004 
itaus16l 5000 
itaus162 5003 
itausl63 5006 
itausl71 5006 
itaus172 4999 
itaus173 5006 
itausl01 5000 
itaus182 5006 
itaus103 5005 
itausl84 4998 
itausl85 5006 
itaus191 5004 
itausl92 5003 
itphiOl1 5006 
itphi031 5002 
itphi041 5001 
itphit 21 5000 
itphii 51 5003 
itphi16l 501 3 
itphil62 5014 
itphilf l 5004 
itphi172 501 0 
itphil81 5001 
itphil82 5002 
itphil91 4999 
itphi201 5001 
itphi202 501 0 
itphi203 501 0 
itphi211 5007 
itphi212 5000 
itphi213 5003 
itphi221 4994 
itphi222 5003 
utbeg011 5003 
utbeg012 501 2 
utbeg013 501 1 
utbeg031 5004 
utbeg032 501 5 
utbeg041 5004 
utbeg042 4999 
utbeg051 5014 
utbeg052 5006 
utbeg053 5010 
utbg054 5002 
utbeg071 5002 
utbeg072 5003 
utbeg073 5006 
utbeg074 5003 



43 0.267 
29 0.274 
24 0.292 
30 0.289 
19 0.288 
23 0.291 
27 0.266 
24 0.281 
37 0.280 
16 0.271 
39 0.303 
29 0.245 
8 0.267 

22 0.270 
26 0.287 
63 0.285 
67 0.304 
74 0.268 
63 - 0.273 
66 0.282 
80 0.304 
48 0.287 
47 0.279 
68 0.295 
55 0.277 

Appendix B: 

corpus. 
CIRC 

i 1.845 
is 1 551 
to 1.484 
the t -427 
a 1.382 
you 1.125 

1 .O36 
W. 0.873 
and 0.836 
i t 0.765 
now 0.727 
me 0.691 
in 0.662 
as O .660 
that 0.622 
hi 0.619 
lol 0.593 
was 0.543 

The hundred mosi fiequent words and their fiequencies in the CIRC, the LLC, and the Brown 

LLC 

1.241 
0.475 
1.085 
1.774 

0.9 
0.801 

n/a 
nia 

? .267 
0.699 
0.141 
0.1 14 
0.71 7 
0.227 
0.71 9 

nll 
nia 

0.41 2 

Brown 

0.51 7 
1 .O09 
2.61 5 
6.997 
2.323 
0.329 

n/a 
nia 

2.885 
0.876 
0.131 
0.121 
2.1 34 
O.? 25 
1 -059 

n A 
nia 

0.982 



known 
of 
1) 
U 
for 
are 
on 
what 
have 
"ey 
mY 
al1 
not 
by 
with 
do 
1 
here 
how 
no 
from 
kicked 
SO 
be 
hello 
chat 
but 
just 
any 
like 
îhere 
know 
your 
can 
get 
if 
anyone 
Of 
one 
good 
UP 
wanna 
at 
this 
Ya 
ok 
i'm 
90 
am 
we 

nn 
1 .O27 

nla 
da 

0.275 
0.174 
0.323 
0.197 
0.281 

nll 
0.124 
0.21 

0.203 
0.118 
0.21 9 
0.179 

da 
nll 
nil 

0.21 9 
0.1 39 

nll 
0.227 
0.274 

nll 
n/i 

0.339 
0.141 

nll 
0.109 
0.1 95 
0.272 
0.082 
0.1 1 

0.106 
0.1 76 

n/l 
0.166 
0.201 

nn 
O. 1 22 

nll 
0.237 
0.354 

nn 
nll 

0.124 
0.085 

nn 
0.268 

nia 

n/l 
3.641 

nia 
n/a 

0.949 
0.439 
0.674 
0.191 
0.394 

n/l 
0.1 32 

0.3 
0.461 
0.53 

0.729 
O. 1 36 

nia 
nll 
nn 

0.22 
0.437 

n/l 
0.198 
0.638 

nll 
nll 

0.438 
nll 

0.1 35 
0.1 29 
0.272 

nll 
0.092 
O. 177 

nll 
0.22 

nii 
0.421 
0.323 

nn 
0.188 

nn 
0.538 
0.51 5 

nll 
nn 
fln 
rlA 
nll 

0.265 
nla 



well 0.167 
too 0.164 
about 0.163 
they 0.162 

0.1 62 
im 0.1 59 
out 0.155 
he 0.155 
hehe 0.154 
back 0.153 
want 0.152 
oh 0.152 
<kinoko> O. 1 50 
see 0.149 
an 0.147 
thanks 0.140 
<chmod>O.l37 
think 0.137 
then 0.1 36 
some 0.135 
got 0.1 34 
bye 0.133 
who 0.132 
its 0.1 32 
where 0.132 
yeah 0.132 
dont 0.129 
will O. 124 
has 0.124 
why 0.124 
2 0.121 

0.31 
nll 

OA79 
0.266 

nla 
n/l 

0.1 11 
0.3 
n/l 
nll 
n/l 

0.1 52 
nla 

0.141 
0.094 

n/l 
nia 

0.228 
0.121 
0.083 
O. 149 

n/l 
0.089 

n/l 
nll 

0.1 54 
nll 
nll 

0.079 
nn 

nia 

0.089 
nn 

0.1 82 
0.362 

nia 
n/l 

0.207 
0.954 

nll 
0.097 

nll 
dl 
nla 
dl 

0.375 
nll 

nia 
nll 

0.1 38 
0.162 

n/l 
dl 

0.225 
0.1 86 

nll 
nn 
dl 

0.224 
0.244 

nn 
nla 

Appendix C: 

The hundred most fiequent words (frequencies and ranks) corrected for system messages 

words 

i 
to 
the 
a 
YOU 

is 
.t, 

and 

frequencies 
ClRC 

1.845 
1.484 
1 -427 
1.382 
1.125 
1 .O36 
1 .O16 
0.873 
0.836 

LLC 
1.241 
1 .O85 
1.774 

0.9 
0.801 

nla 
0.475 

n/a 
1.267 

Brown 
0.51 7 
2.61 5 
6.997 
2.323 
0.329 

nia 
1 .O09 

nîa 
2.885 

ranks 
ClRC 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

LLC 
3 
4 
1 
6 
7 

nla 
? 1 
nia 
2 

LOB Brown 
17 20 
4 4 
1 1 
5 5 

32 33 
nia nia 
8 8 

nla nia 
3 3 



it 
me 
in 
that 
hi 
loî 
of 
3 
U 

for 
are 
on 
what 
have 

mY 
al1 
not 
with 
do 
1 
here 
how 

from 
so 

chat 
but 
was 
just 
anY 
like 
there 
know 
your 
can 

anyone 
or 
one 

wanna 
at 
this 

now 

0.699 
0.1 14 
0.71 7 
0.719 

Ma 
nia 

1.027 
nia 
nia 

0.275 
0.1 74 
0.323 
0.1 97 
0281 

nia 
0.124 
0.21 

0.203 
0.219 
0.1 79 

nia 
nia 
nla 

0.21 9 
0.1 39 
0.227 
0.274 

nia 
nia 

0.339 
0.41 2 
O. 141 

nla 
0.1 O9 
0.1 95 
0.272 
0.082 
0.1 1 

0.1 06 
0.1 76 

nia 
0.166 
0.20 1 

nla 
0.1 22 

nia 
0.237 
0.354 

nia 
nla 

0.14t 

0.876 
O. t 21 
2.134 
1 .O59 

nla 
nla 

3.64 1 
nia 
nla 

0.949 
0.439 
0.674 
0.191 
0.394 

nia 
O, 132 
0.3 

0.46 1 
0.729 
0.1 36 

nla 
rùa 
nla 

0.22 
0.437 
0.198 
0.638 

nla 
nla 

0.438 
0.982 

nia 
O. 135 
O. 129 
0.272 

d a  
0.092 
0. 177 

rùa 
0.22 

nia 
0.421 
0.323 

da 
0.189 

nla 
0.538 
0.51 5 

nia 
nia 

0.1 31 

10 
66 
9 
8 

n/a 
nia 
5 

nia 
nla 
20 
42 
16 
37 
19 
nla 
58 
33 
35 
32 
40 
nia 
nia 
n/a 
31 
53 
30 
2 1 
nla 
nla 
15 
13 
52 
nia 
71 
38 
22 
93 
70 
74 
41 
nia 
44 
36 
nla 
61 
nia 
26 
14 
nia 
nla 
5 1 

10 
66 
6 
7 

nia 
nla 
2 

nla 
nla 
11 
27 
16 
55 
26 
nla 
58 
39 
23 
14 
73 
nla 
nla 
nia 
47 
25 
46 
15 
nla 
d a  
24 
9 

nla 
75 
83 
36 
nla 
nia 
61 
nia 
45 
da 
31 
38 
nla 
56 
nla 
19 
22 
d a  
rila 

82 
6 
7 

nia 
nia 
2 

Ma 
nla 
11 
24 
16 
54 
28 
nla 
75 
36 
23 
13 
72 
nla 
da 
nla 
49 
26 
52 
17 
Ma 
n/a 
25 
9 

nla 
74 
78 
38 
nla 
98 
61 
nla 
50 
nla 
27 
32 
n/a 
55 
nla 
18 
21 
n/a 
nia 
76 



i'm 0.188 
go 0.187 
am 0.169 
we 0.169 
msg O. 167 
well 0.167 
too O. 1 64 
about 0.163 
they O. 162 

O. 162 
im 0.1 59 
out 0.155 
he O. 1 55 
hehe 0.154 
back 0.153 
want 0.152 
oh 0.152 
ckinoko> 0.150 
see O. 149 
an O. 147 
thanks 0.140 
<chmod> 0.137 
think 0.137 
then O. 136 
some 0.135 
got o. 1 34 
bye O. 133 
who O. 132 
its 0.132 
where 0.132 
yeah 0.132 
dont O. 129 
as O. 125 
will O. 124 
has 0.124 
why 0.124 
2 0.121 
please 0.120 
4 0.120 
did 0.119 

0,124 
0.085 

nla 
0.268 

n/a 
0.31 

nia 
0.179 
0.266 

n/a 
nla 

0.1 11 
0.3 
nla 
nia 
nia 

0.1 52 
nla 

0.141 
0.094 

n/a 
nia 

0.228 
0.121 
0.083 
0.149 

nia 
0.089 

nia 
nia 

0.1 54 
nla 

0.227 
nia 

0.079 
nia 
nia 
nia 
nia 

0.075 

nia 
nia 
nla 

0.265 
d a  

0.089 
nla 

0.182 
0.362 

nia 
nia 

0.207 
0.954 

nla 
O. 097 

nia 
n/a 
nla 
nla 

0.375 
nla 
nla 
n/a 

0.1 38 
0.162 

nla 
nia 

0.225 
0.1 86 

n/a 
nia 
nia 

0.725 
0.224 
0.244 

nia 
nia 
nia 
tVa 
nia 

57 
86 
nla 
23 
nla 
17 
nla 
39 
24 
nia 
nla 
69 
18 
nia 
nla 
nla 
47 
nla 
50 
81 
nia 
nla 
28 
63 
90 
49 
nia 
83 
nia 
nia 
46 
n/a 
29 
nia 
94 
nia 
nia 
nia 
nia 
98 

nla 
nla 
nla 
40 
nfa 
95 
nia 
54 
33 
nla 
nla 
53 
12 
nia 

nla 
nia 
nla 
nla 
34 
nla 
nla 
nla 
68 
57 
nla 
nla 
50 
nia 
n/a 
nia 
nia 
13 
nia 
nla 
nla 
nia 
nia 
nla 
nla 

nla 
n/a 
nla 
41 
nia 

100 
nla 
57 
30 
nia 
nia 
51 
10 
nla 
94 
nla 
nla 
n/a 
nia 
29 
n/a 
nla 
nia 
71 
65 
nia 
nla 
46 
56 
96 
nla 
nla 
14 
47 
44 
nla 
nla 
nla 
nia 
d a  

Correlations not corrected for system messages 

Correlations between frequencies: 



ClRC Pearson Correlatioi 
Sig. (2-tailed 

h 
LLC Pearson Conelatior 

Sig. (2-tailed 
h 

BROWN Pearson Correfatior 
Sig. (2-tailed 

h 
'* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level(2-tailed). 
Correlations between ranks: 

ClRC 
1 .O00 

1 O0 
-793 
.O00 

62 
,557 
.O00 

56 

Spearman's rho ClRC Correlation Coefficient 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 
LLC Correlation Coefficient 

Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

LOB Correlation Coefficient 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 
BROWN Correlation Coefficient 

Sig. (24ailed) 
N 

** Correlation is significant at the .O1 level(2-tailed). 

Correlations corrected for system messages 

Correlations between frequencies: 

CIRCFR Pearson Correlation 
Sig. (2-tailecf ) 

N 
LLCFR Pearson Conelatiori 

Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

BROWNFR Pearson Correlation 
Sig. (24ailed) 

N 
** Correlation is signifiant at the 0.01 Ievel(2-taiW). 

Correlations between ranks: 

ClRC 
1 .O00 

100 
.596 
,000 

62 
545 
-000 

51 
-543 
.O00 

57 

CIRCFR 
1 .O00 

LCC 
-793 
.O00 

62 
1 .O00 

62 
,845 
. O00 

52 

LLC 
,596 
,000 

62 
1 .O00 

62 
,762 
.O00 

50 
.740 
.O00 

52 

LLCFR 
.818 
.O00 

70 
1 .O00 

BROWN 
.557 
.O00 

56 
-845 
.O00 

52 
1 .O00 

LOB 
.545 
. O00 

51 
762 
. O00 

50 
1 .O00 

51 
-993 
.O00 

51 

BROWN 
.543 
.O00 

57 
.740 
.O00 

52 
,993 
.O00 

51 
1.000 

57 

CIRCRA LLCRA LOBRA BROWNRA 
Spearman's h o  CIRCRA Coirelation Coefficient 1 .O00 .647 367 ,449 

Sig. (2-tailed] . .O00 .O08 .O00 
N 105 67 54 61 



LLCRA Correlation Coefficient 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 
LOBRA Correlation Coefficient 

Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

BROWNRA Correlation Coefficient 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 
** Correlation is significant at the .O1 leveI(2-tailed). 

Appendix F: 

Sample passages from the CIRC. 

Ftom file acper052: 
c p a r t i c i p a n t m >  'pf f t*  
< p a r t i c i p a n t m >  I ve  changed i t  twice t h i s  mornin, b i g  woop 
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  swol len  glands i n  r i g h t  hand side of neck 
< { p a r t i c i p a n t s } >  1 d o n ' t  l i k e  Korn i prefer Peas 
< p a r t i c i p a n t t >  CYA ALLL!!!!! hmmmm.... n a u t i  me 
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  p o s s i b l e  g l a n d  i n f e c t i o n  
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  s h i t  hey 
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  n o t  good 
< p a r t i c i p a n t m >  mmmsoundslikeglandularfever 
< p a r t i c i p a n t m >  *chuckles* 
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  Pen i s  
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  p o i n i z  
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  no know remedy but rest 
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  brb 
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  b u t  i aint r e s t i n g  t h a t s  b u l l s h i t  
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  soothers 
< p a r t i c i p a n t m >  *bah+ 
c p a r t i c i p a n t m ?  S o o t h e r s  do s h i t  f o r  a gland i n f e c t i o n  
< p a r t i c i p a n t t >  hehe ....y ou c l o n i n g  p a r t i c i p a n t r ? ?  
< p a r t i c i p a n t t >  hehehehehehehe 
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  no 
< ^ p a r t i c i p a n t v A >  bwhahahhahahahaha 
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  i ' m  a l l e r g i c  t o  most s o o t h e r s  
< " p a r t i c i p a n t v A >  rama and s o n i c  clones hahahahhaha y e r  tony :P 
c A p a r t i c i p a n t v * >  huuhhuhuhu 
< " p a r t i c i p a n t v A >  they may look a l i k e  :P 
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  mmrnmm, cherry s o o t h e r s  
< p a r t i c i p a n t r n >  *blerk* 
* * *  p a r t i c i p a n t m  i s  now knawn as p a r t i c i p a n t b  

p a r t i c i p a n t r  b o o t z  shauna 
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  ehyehehe 
< p a r t i c i p a n t b >  O i  
< p a r t i c i p a n t b >  S t o o p i d  anal monkey 
< " p a r t i c i p a n t v A >  t o l d  g i b b o  
< p a r t i c i p a n t b >  heh 
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  Penis 
< p a r t i c i p a n t k >  participantr!!!!l!!!!!!!!SEXAE!!!!!!!!!!! 



<part ic ipantw> h i  al1 
<par t i c ipan tg>  hey everyone thanx 4 t h e  cha t  ...... c y a t z  18er : ) : ) : )  ! ! ! ! !  
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  h i  pa r t i c ipan tk  hunnie 
<"pa r t i c ipan tvA> ahhh well p a r t i c i p a n t k  bas an orgasm when s h e  sees u 
<pa r t i c ipan tb>  *garg les  a t  the  tought*  
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  a l 1  chicks do b o r i s  
<"pa r t i c ipan tvn>  i m  su re  herc wount be t oo  happy about t h a t  
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  : ) 
<^pa r t i c ipan  t v A >  hehehe 
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  heheeheheh 
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  s u r e  
<pa r t i c ipan tb>  Pff t 
<pa r t i c ipan tb>  Sandy @ # $ @ #  
< ^ p a r t i c i p a n t v 6 >  gibbo: then u  wake up\ 
<pax t i c ipan t r>  open up shauna, i m  cumrning i n !  
* p a r t i c i p a n t k  looks a t  bo r i s  ... a t  l e a s t  i orgasm! 
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  hahahahaha 
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  oh sweeeeeeeeet 

From file eshell7 1 : 

Session S t a r t :  Sun O c t  03 19:34:27 1999 
* * *  Now t a l k i n g  i n  #help 
* * *  Topic is '-=UNDERNET HELP- ?'s about the *@*.tm.net.my ban o r  Undernet 

Proxy Check, goto http://help.undernet.org, Need a IRCop /quote who O O,  

Email: help@undernet.org ' 
***  Set  by X on Sun Oct 03 1 4 :  3l:25 
<participantrn> t a  t a  
< p a r t i c i p a n t f >  i need "Winsock 2.2" t o  p lay  Mech3 over t c p / i p  what do i do t o  

g e t  i t?  p l e a s e  quick 
<pa r t i c ipan te>  any body can he lp  me 
<participante> e l m  p l z  help 
<pa r t i c ipan tb>  hey 
<pa r t i c ipan t s>  heya 
c p a r t i c i p a n t b  can I turn a  wav file i n t o  an mp3 f i l e ?  
<pa r t i c ipan ta>  h i ,  1 am t ry ing  t o  j o i n  t h e  channel tks t ,  b u t  i t  says t h a t  i s  

no channnel  
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  p a r t i c i p a n t b  s u r e  
<pa r t i c ipan tb>  how? 
< p a r t i c i p a n t f >  i need "Winsock 2.2" t o  p l ay  Mech3 ovex t c p / i p  what do i do t o  

g e t  it? p l e a s e  quick 
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  use mp3 encoder 
<participante> ey i ' v  scanned my pc  and i t  say t h a t  i ' m  i n f e c t e d  my netbus s o  

how i c a n  remove it 
C p a r t i c i p s n t i >  i g o t  a  avp 
< p a r t i c i p a n t s >  f a s t e r  way i know us ing  a  sof tware  c a l 1  music match 
<pa r t i c ipan tb>  where? 
<pa r t i c ipan tb>  ok 
< p a r t i c i p a n t i >  how do i work avp 
<pa r t i c ipan th>  ho 
<pa r t i c ipan th>  h i  
<pa r t i c ipan th>  what 's  my IP address? 
<par t i c ipan th>  t h e  numeric one? 
<pa r t i c ipan th>  how can i f ind out  
<participante> yup 
<part ic ipantw> pa r t i c ipan th ,  do /dns yournickname 



< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  t h a n k s  
< p a r t i c i p a n t w >  e a s i e s t  way.. . 
< p a r t i c i p a n t w >  / / say  S i p  
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  S i p  
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  ahh ! 
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  194.176.209.212 
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  t h a n k s  
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  : )  
< p a r t i c i p a n t w >  no problemo 

p a r t i c i p a n t w  w i l l  b rb  
< p a r t i c i p a n t q >  Type / s e m e r  falcon.phix.com and j o i n  # f a l c o n n e t  or  # f r e e s t y l e -  

warez 
c p a r t i c i p a n t q >  Please! P e r t y  P e r t y  P l e a s e !  
< p a r t i c i p a n t q >  Type  / s e m e r  fa lcon.phix .com and l o i n  # f a l c o n n e t  o r  # f r e e s t y l e -  

warez 
< p a r t i c i p a n t q >  Please! P e r t y  P e r t y  P l e a s e !  
< p a r t i c i p a n t q >  Type / s e m e r  falcon.phix.com and j o i n  # f a l c o n n e t  o r  # f r e e s t y l e -  

warez 
< p a r t i c i p a n t q >  P l e a s e !  P e r t y  P e r t y  Please! 
< p a r t i c i p a n t q >  Type h e r v e r  fa lcon.phix .com and j o i n  # f a l c o n n e t  o r  # f r e e s t y l e -  

ware z 
* * *  p a r t i c i p a n t q  was kicked by SafeBot  ( f lood ) 
< p a r t i c i p a n t h >  101 
< p a r t i c i p a n t g >  hola 
< p a r t i c i p a n t d >  anyone know how t o  u s e  B02K? 
< p a r t i c i p a n t n >  w h a t s  up guyd 
< p a r t i c i p a n t n >  guys 
< p a r t i c i p a n t n >  p e a c e  
< p a r t i c i p a n t v >  can anyone g e t  me . d l 1  f i l e s ?  
< p a r t i c i p a n t j >  c a n  u  guys h e l p  me w i t h  games 
C n p a r t i c i p a n t 4 " >  maybe 
< p a r t i c i p a n t v >  i need dwsw32.dll 
< p a r t i c i p a n t v >  p l e a s e .  
< p a r t i c i p a n t j >  have u  played s t r e e t w a r s ?  
< A p a r t i c i p a n t 4 A >  i d o n ' t  think s o  
< ^ p a r t i c i p a n t 4 ^ >  Vi rus :  i d o n ' t  have dwsw32.dll 
c p a r t i c i p a n t v >  d o  you no someone who does? 
< " p a r t i c i p a n t 4 ^ >  what prograrn uses i t? 
< ^ p a r t i c i p a n t 4  ̂ > o r  o s  
< p a r t i c i p a n t v >  i ' m  want in  i t  f o r  zmud 
< ^ p a r t i c i p a n t 4 " >  i d o n ' t  know, keep askin around 
C p a r t i c i p a n t v >  k 
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  someone h a s  seen  somebody? 
<"paxt ic ipant4"> what 
< * p a r t i c i p a n t 4 " >  i havent t 
< p a r t i c i p a n t r >  o k  
< p a r t i c i p a n t z >  QUIEN ES DE PMA 
< p a r t i c i p a n t u >  1 need  h e l p !  
< p a r t i c i p a n t 0  yes 
< p a r t i c i p a n t u >  What is  a good place t o  get J a v a S c r i p t  frorn? 
< p a r t i c i p a n t z >  i 
< p a r t i c i p a n t u >  Anybody h e r e  know J a v a S c r i p t ?  
< p a r t i c i p a n t z >  wath  your  name 
< p a r t i c i p a n t u >  Anybody here know J a v a S c r i p t ?  
<par t i c ipan td - ->  what do i type t o  gove someone a c c e s s ?  
<par t i c ipan td - ->  i f o r g o t  
<par t i c ipan td - ->  i f o r g o t  
<par t i c ipan td - ->  what do i type to gove someone a c c e s s ?  



cparticipantp participantd-- ADDUSER syntax - / m g  X@channels.undernet.org 
adduser #charme1 <nick> [userehost] <level> <password> OR /msg 
W@channelsP.undernet.org adduser khanne1 <nick> [userehost] <level> 
<password> If the person is online userohost can be left out. You can 
only add people with access lower than yours. Requires level 400+ 

<participanty> Oh look! Its Jady! 
<participantd--> how do i turn someones auto op on?? 
<participanty> participantd-- /rnsg XorW modinfo <#chamel> AUTOOP <user> 

<OFF/ON> :Changes autoop from ON to OFF. Autoop rneans that X/W will op 
the user when they enter the channel. Requires level 400+ 

<participanti> what is the adress (url) of the undernet regesterinq page ? 
<participami> for W or X.  .. 
cparticipanty> participanti: http://www.cservice.undernet.org/regist 
<participanty> no 
<participanty> participanti: http://cservice.undernet.org/regist 
<participanti> thanx 

Appendix G: 
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The mean difference is significant at the .O5 level. 

Appendix 1: 

Leave-taking item 'bye' 
bye 

acmel 70 
acper 68 
dacan 113 
dache 201 
escyb 294 
eshel 22 
itaus 65 
itphi 66 
utbeg 174 
utcha 259 
total 1332 



Appendix J: 

A list of some emoticons encountered in the CIRC 
1:) ; 1 
l:b ;/ 
1: ;-/ 
1:: ;\ 
1:::) ; 1 
1 :O- ;( 
;C ;-( 
;-b XP 
;P- 3 
;O ;-1 
;-O 3) 
;O) ;-Il 
;oO ;))) 
;od ;-)Il 
;op ;IN) 
;op ;))))) 
;P ;)))))) 
;- p ;))))))) 
; p; ;)))))))) 
;PI ;))))))))) 
;P- ;)))))))))))) 

3' 
;P--- :x 




