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ABSTRACT

Thedevelopmentoflatentsemanticsimilarity(LSS;theextenttowhichinteractionpartnersusewords
inthesameway)wasinvestigatedintheinitialcomputer-mediatedinteractionsof120same-sexdyads
inStudy1and111same-sexdyadsinStudy2.ThesignificanteffectsinStudy2replicatedthose
obtainedinStudy1.Inbothstudies,thefemale-femaledyadsachievedhigherLSSthanthemale-male
dyads.Acrossalldyads,LSSdecreased—ratherthanincreased—overtime.Comparisonsofword
usageoverthecourseoftheinteractionssuggestedthatthedyadsweremoremotivatedtoachieve
higherlevelsofLSSduringtheearliestphaseoftheirinitialinteraction,butthatthismotivationtended
towaneovertime.Anexceptiontothistrendoccurredinhighextraversiondyads,wherethelevel
ofLSSremainedrelativelyhighandconsistentacrossthethreetimeperiodsstudied.Amotivational
interpretationofthesefindingsisbothplausibleandparsimonious,andthepresentstudyis—tothe
bestofourknowledge—thefirsttofindevidenceofmotivationalinfluencesonLSS.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) has become an increasingly popular method of
communicationsincetheinternetwasmadeavailabletothegeneralpublicintheearly1990s.A
significant(thoughas-yet-unestimated)percentageofCMCtakesplacebetweenpairsofstrangers.
Thissituationiscommon,forexample,ondatingwebsitessuchasMatch.comandeHarmony,which
allowindividualstosendandreceivemessagesfromnewromanticprospects.Itisalsocommonin
onlineforumssuchasRedditandQuora,inwhichuserscaneasilytakepartinconversationsoranswer
questionsthatwereinitiatedbyotherusers;andonsocialnetworkingwebsitessuchasFacebook
andTwitter.Associetybecomesmoretechnologicallyconnected,CMCbetweenstrangersislikely
tobecomeeasierandmorecommonplacethanever.

CMC1differsfromface-to-facecommunicationinimportantways(Lee,1996;Sproull&Faraj,
1995).PerhapsthemostobviousdifferenceisthelackofaccessinCMCtononverbalbehaviorsthat
oftenportraymeaningwhichisnotcommunicatedverbally.Themanynonverbalindicatorsthatare
availableinface-to-facecommunication,suchaseyecontact,facialexpressions,gestures,andbody
orientation,arenotportrayedinthesameway(oratall)inCMC.CMCalsooftenfailstoconvey
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otherimportantcharacteristicsthatpeopleusetocreateinferencesabouttheirinteractionpartners,
suchasthepartner’sphysicalattractivenessandtoneofvoice(Danet,1998).

Somewritershaveproposedthatthelackofnonverbalandparalinguisticcuescanreducethe
quality and effectiveness of CMC interactions (Culnan & Markus, 1987). Other writers take an
evolutionaryperspective,arguingthatpeoplearelessskilledatinterpretingwrittentextbecausetheir
abilitytocommunicatespecificallyevolvedforface-to-facecommunication(Baumeister&Leary,
1995).Theseclaimsraiseanimportantquestion:Intheabsenceofface-to-facecommunication,is
CMCstillsufficienttoenablepairsofstrangerstounderstandeachother?

Toassesshow—andhowwell—interactionpartnerscometounderstandeachotherthroughCMC,
wemustfirstconsiderhowinteractionpartnersmanagetodothisinaface-to-faceinteraction.Many
writershavearguedthatinteractionpartnersrelyheavilyonlanguagetodevelopa“common-ground
understanding” (Abbedutoetal.,1998;Kecskes&Zhang,2009)oran“intersubjectivemeaning
context”(Morganti,2008).Ingeneral,thesewritersagreethatanimportantfirststepinthedevelopment
ofa“common-groundunderstanding”istheinteractionpartnerssynchronizingtheirlanguageuseso
thattheycanusethesamewordsinessentiallythesameway(i.e.,withthesameintendedmeanings).
Thissynchronization—theextenttowhichtwopeopleusethesamewordsinessentiallythesame
way—hasbeenassessedwiththelatentsemanticsimilarity(LSS)indexinpreviousstudiesofinitial
face-to-faceinteractions(Babcock,Ta,&Ickes,2014;Ta,Babcock,&Ickes,2017).

However,tothebestofourknowledge,nopreviousstudieshaveexaminedtheextenttowhichtwo
peopleusethesamewordsinessentiallythesamewayinCMC,norhaveanystudiesexaminedthe
impactofpotentialmoderatorvariables(suchaspersonalityandsex)inthisregard.Forthisreason,
inthepresentstudywesoughttoinvestigatethedevelopmentofLSSandtheroleofpersonalityand
sexininitialdyadicCMC.

Establishing mutual understanding is a crucial factor in any interaction because it allows
individualstoeffectivelycommunicatewithoneanother.Itisalsoimportanttothedevelopmentand
maintenanceofvarioustypesofrelationships,includingsuccessfulinformationalexchangesbetween
strangers,maintaining friendlyandcooperative relationsbetweenacquaintancesandco-workers,
andsustainingmutualunderstandingandtrustbetweenintimatepartners.Ontheotherhand,there
isevidencethatfailuresinmutualunderstandingcanleadtointerpersonalconflictsunlesstheyare
recognizedandcorrected(Koerner&Fitzpatrick,2016).

BecauseCMChasbecomeaubiquitousformofcommunication,itisimportantforresearchers
toexamineboththedevelopmentofLSSinCMCandhowthisprocessisinfluencedbypersonal
characteristicssuchaspersonalityandgender―characteristicsthathavebeenshowntoinfluence
thecourseofCMCdiscussions(e.g.,Blau&Barack,2012).

BACKGRoUNd

Latent Semantic Similarity
LSSisassessedusingLatentSemanticAnalysis(LSA),anautomatedstatisticalmethodthatestablishes
thecontextualmeaningofany textbyanalyzing the relationshipamong thewords thatareused
(Landaueretal.,1998).Amongotherapplications,LSAcanbeusedtocomparetwoblocksoftext
andassessthedegreeoftheirLSS,i.e.,thedegreetowhichthesamewordsareusedinthesame
wayinbothblocksoftext.

Dependingonwhetheraworddoesordoesnotappearwithinacorpusinvariouscontexts,the
LSAprogramcombinesthecontextsinwhichawordisusedandthenimplementsasetofrulesthat
determinesthesimilarityofmeaningsofwordsandgroupsofwords.Afterselectingoneoftheoptions
inLandauer’sonlinesoftwareprogram,theLSAPairwiseComparisonprogram(Lahametal.,1998,
http://lsa.colorado.edu),theuserispromptedtoinputtwoblocksoftextsintotheprogram’shigh-
dimensionalsemanticspaceinwhichcomputationscanbemadeusingupto150dimensions.The
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