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Constructing sexuality and identity in an online teen chat room
Kaveri Subrahmanyam, Patricial M. Greenfield, and Brendesha Tynes

Review by Scott Lunt
August 31, 2005

 A study conducted in 2004 by four UCLA researchers explored the uses of chat rooms by 

adolescents. The study asserted that chat rooms were places of anonymity for teens, and provided 

a forum for identity definition and sexual exploration. Due to the quick advance of technology in 

the last decades, such new forms of media have need of study to determine the uses and effects 

of such media, especially for adolescents. It is especially germane when considering that, accord-

ing to a study conducted by the Pew Internet and American Life Project (2001), 73% of Ameri-

can adolescents between the ages of 12 and 17 are Internet users, many of them heavy chat users.

 One unique characteristic of chat rooms is the threaded, non-sequential conversations. 

Normally, in everyday speech, only one subject thread is discussed at a time. But, because of the 

delay in typing, chat speech can contain individual comments which do not follow the normal 

turn-taking of face-to-face speech. Also, the sheer fact that chatters are disembodied and initially 

known only by their nickname lends itself to a culture of anonymity so that the adolescents can 

further explore the issues of identity and sexuality in a way that is different from face-to-face en-

counters. The researchers assert that chat rooms are intentionally used by adolescents to explore 

those issues in an anonymous sphere.

Method

 To analyze the use of chat rooms for adolescents, Subrahmmanyam, et al. utilized a quali-

tative method of analyzing comments made in the chat rooms and comparing them to previous 

studies. For their chat sample they randomly selected an 815 line segment of chat discussions 



which took place over a 30 minute period in a monitored chat room designated for the use of 

teens. This sample was randomly selected from a larger body of chat dialogues which took place 

over a two month period. The sample selected was transcribed and analyzed for patterns and cer-

tain characteristics such as nickname usage, threads, and sexual connotations.  To address the 

issues of concern, they used a method of identifying threads within chat rooms and discussing 

the topics which were conveyed in the threads. Also, they used coders to categorize nicknames 

which had gender characteristics, or sexual suggestion. 

 Primarily, the researchers’ focus was on understanding the chat room process and culture  

rather than the frequency of certain phrases, arguing that studying process could provide better 

indications of  the major issues studied, that of identity, sexuality, and the act of “pairing off.” 

Findings 

 The researchers identified three distinct conversational threads in the transcript, which 

contributed to their premise that chat rooms contain a certain amount of disembodiment that con-

tributes to an anonymous environment where teens can explore subjects such as identity and 

sexuality. The anonymity and the distinction of this environment from face-to-face encounters is 

a characteristic of chatting that allows (among other things) for increased aggressiveness by girls. 

Girls were more likely, while chatting (as opposed to a face-to-face setting), to invite others to a 

private chat culminating in “pairing off .” This assertion is supported by another finding that the 

teens frequently used chat to explore sexual issues. The researchers also identified a third find-

ing, that of the use of nicknames and the “a/s/l code” (age/sex/location) for identity expression 

(Subrahmanyam, et al., 2004, p. 660). The a/s/l code was used for identification as well as for 

facilitating pairing off.
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Analysis

 The researchers’ assertion is that the medium provides adolescents with anonymity that 

allows them to explore verbally issues of identity and sexuality that are otherwise undertones in 

normal human interactions. Whether or not that has direct effects on these teens is still unclear. 

The researchers fall short of making an assertion of an effect, but it seems clear that the chat 

room (and its partner, the one-on-one instant message, which is more difficult to study) has ad-

vantages (or at least significant differences) over human speech.  These differences, especially 

that of the disembodiment of the users, could potentially have significant effects especially on 

adolescents who are in the midst of developing identity and defining sexual behaviors.

 This however, raises the question of the intended use of such media. Do teens use the 

media because they can discuss such issues of identity and sexuality in an anonymous environ-

ment? Or, do they use the media first for social interactions which merely includes these types of 

discussions? Analyzing transcripts of chat room conversations may illustrate the issues that ado-

lescents face, but it alone provides the public with little information about the difference in effect 

between using the medium and not.

 It seems that a Uses and Gratifications approach of an empowered audience is most fit-

ting for the chat room medium. Chat rooms are sought out by teens for a particular use (identity 

formation, sexual exploration and otherwise). Were we able to easily compare chatting to the 

outside interactions of the individuals in the chat room, we may find one of two effects: either a 

decrease in adolescent anxiety because of their ability to discuss issues of concern, or an increase 

in anxiety because of the disembodied nature of chat and the added inability to have face-to-face 

interactions with their chat partners. 
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