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SILENCE IN TEXT-BASED COMPUTER MEDIATED 

COMMUNICATION: THE INVISIBLE COMPONENT 

YORAM M. KALMAN 

Abstract 

This dissertation explores the nature of online silence, its causes and its consequences.  

The dissertation comprises three studies. The first study explores over 170,000 response 

latencies from highly diverse sources, and reveals a mathematical uniformity which not only 

suggests a practical definition of online silence, but might also be the numeric expression of a 

fundamental regularity which underlies human communication, online as well as offline. The 

definition of online silence suggested by the first study is based on the identification of three 

normative chronemic zones delineated by multiples of the average response latency t (tau). 

These chronemic norms are explored in the second study, which confirms that the norms 

measured in the first study are reflected in the perception of e-mail users, and that when these 

norms are violated, for example by not responding to an e-mail, or by responding after a very 

long pause, these violations could damage the way the violator is perceived by others with 

whom the violator is communicating. These findings propose a role for response latencies as 

a nonverbal cue in text-based computer mediated communication (CMC) media, and support 

the claim that text-based CMC is not as poor in nonverbal cues as asserted by some. The 

third study analyzes the reports of e-mail users who were asked to recount specific cases in 

which they caused online silence by not responding to an e-mail, and cases in which they 

experienced expecting but not receiving a response to an e-mail. The analysis reveals a 

wealth of data about the causes and consequences of online silence, including uncertainty and 



 ix 

hurt feelings. The analysis also reveals three main categories of explanations for online 

silence, as well as a few sub-categories.  

The three studies apply a host of methodologies, quantitative and qualitative, to the analysis 

of data collected from diverse sources, while using both obtrusive and unobtrusive measures. 

The theoretical and practical implications of each of the individual studies are presented. 

Moreover, the triangulation of the results of the three studies leads to a model of online 

responsiveness and online silence, and to additional theoretical and practical implications. 

The dissertation establishes the centrality of online silence to the study of CMC, and it 

proposes directions for further explorations of the nature of online silence in text-based 

CMC, as well as its causes and consequences.  
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1 Introduction 

This dissertation explores the way silence in expressed, experienced and interpreted in text-

based computer mediated communication (CMC). The dissertation comprises three key 

studies. In the introduction, the three studies are presented in brief, and the key attributes of 

each study are summarized in Table 1; an overview of the content of the dissertation is 

provided; an annotated list of the publications of the author of the dissertation is presented; 

and, the chapter concludes with a few comments on the language used in the dissertation.  

1.1 The three studies 

The first study examines response latencies in asynchronous CMC by analyzing three 

datasets comprising a total of more than 170,000 responses: e-mail responses created by 

corporate employees, responses created by university students in course discussion groups, 

and responses to questions posted in a public, commercial online information market. This 

study attempts to reach a deeper understanding of online silence through the examination of 

very long response latencies. This study reveals a power law distribution of the response 

latencies in all three datasets. This mathematical uniformity in the distribution of the 

response latencies links diverse types of text-based CMC. This uniformity also links text-

based CMC with traditional spoken conversation. This mathematical uniformity allows the 

delineation of three zones that quantitatively define norms of responsiveness in text-based 

CMC. The violation of these norms is suggested to be an expression of online silence. 

Conceptualizing online silence as the violation of online responsiveness norms allows us to 

propose a context sensitive quantitative definition of online silence: "no response after a 

period of ten times the average response latency (t)"  

ñSilence is a true friend that 
never betraysò  
Confucius 
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The second study is based on the responsiveness norms identified in the first study, and 

explores the consequences of violations of these norms in the context of organizational e-

mail communication. The study applies the Expectancy Violations Theory, which was 

developed for understanding the results of violating normative expectations in nonverbal 

communication. The results clearly show that under the experimental circumstances 

normative response latencies are more expected, and result in more positive evaluations than 

non-normative responses such as online silence. This study validates the norms identified in 

the first study, and validates the importance of response latency as a nonverbal cue in text-

based computer mediated communication. 

The third study is based on a survey in which knowledge workers in an online services 

company were asked to recall specific cases in which they experienced online silence in e-

mail communication, and specific cases in which they created online silence in e-mail 

communication. The questionnaire covers various aspects of the experiences, allowing the 

exploration of issues related to online silence, including uncertainty, hurt feelings, and causes 

of online silence. The study identifies ñhot-spotsò along a CMC cycle in which online silence 

is more likely to be created. The study also identifies three main categories of explanations 

for online silence.  

Taken together, the three studies form a first step toward an answer to the question how 

silence is expressed, experienced and interpreted in text-based CMC. The answer to this 

question is then presented in a model that unifies the findings of the three studies. The model 

presents the manner in which online silence is perceived by the sender of the message, and 

by the intended recipient of the message.  
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Methodologically, we show that in order to understand online silence, researchers need to 

employ quantitative and qualitative methodologies, as well as both obtrusive and unobtrusive 

approaches, and use theories from multiple disciplines including communication, information 

systems and behavioral sciences. 

The combined results of these three studies provide a preliminary mapping of the nature of 

online silence, with study 1 providing a quantitative and a general birdôs eye view definition 

of online silence, while study 2 and study 3 explore specific cases of online silence. Table 1 

summarizes the three studies, the parts of the research question that were explored in each 

study, the nature of the research populations, the methodologies that were employed, and the 

text-based CMC technologies that were investigated.  

Table 1: The three studies and their key attributes  

 Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 

Population Highly diverse 

N=170,000+ 

Israeli MBA students 

N=55 

European knowledge 

workers N=36 

Elements of research 

question explored 

The way online 

silence is expressed 

The way online 

silence is experienced 

and interpreted 

The way online 

silence is 

experienced and 

interpreted 

Key methodology 

employed 

Unobtrusive 

mathematical 

analysis of large 

datasets 

Experimental paper-

based vignette 

Online survey: 

multiple choice and 

open text questions 

Communication 

technologies studied 

e-mail, discussion 

forum, online 

marketplace 

e-mail e-mail 
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The table demonstrates that the first study was of a more general nature, and that it led to 

generalizations about the way online silence is expressed in a wide range of populations, 

contexts and technologies. These generalizations were afforded by the objective and 

unobtrusive nature of the analytic methodologies employed, and by the large sample size 

comprising tens of thousands of instances. The table also demonstrates the more specific 

nature of the second and third studies. These studies looked at the subjective nature of the 

experience of online silence, as it is experienced and interpreted by specific people in 

specific contexts. These two studies allow us a glimpse into the complexity and context-

sensitivity of the experience of online silence. Despite the very specific nature of studies 2 

and 3, and the focus of both on the most established of text-based CMCôs, namely e-mail, 

each of the studies employed a different methodological approach and examined a different 

population, thus diversifying the scope of the studies, and consequently increasing the 

generalizability of the findings. 

The three studies also demonstrate the challenge of interdisciplinary research. Study 1 

encompasses two disciplines, information systems (IS) and communication; study 2 focuses 

on nonverbal communication, a multidisciplinary topic that integrates behavioral sciences 

and communication; and, study 3 brings together IS, behavioral research and communication 

research. The fact that the dissertation is interdisciplinary and deals with an emerging field, 

means that each discipline will view parts of the dissertation with a certain level of 

distancing. For example, where IS researchers see ñusersò, communication researchers see 

ñcommunicatorsò, and psychologists see ñsubjectsò or ñparticipantsò. The differences go well 

beyond terminology, into the territory of the type of questions that should be asked, and the 

types of results that constitute an answer; into the purpose of the investigation; and, into the 
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requirements from the researched populations. In the context of this disciplinary diversity, it 

is important that we clearly state the purpose of this dissertation, and by purpose we mean 

not the research question, but rather the rationale and ontology that guided our quest for the 

answers to the research question. The ontological approach taken here is a positivist one, and 

the search is for generalizations, either classifications or rules, that can produce empirically 

falsifiable predictions. We attempt to provide foundational classifications and rules that 

describe online silence in the most general terms, in a manner that will provide a basis for 

future research. This future research will then seek to identify exceptions to the 

classifications and rules, thus describing the diversity of responsiveness related behavior of 

online communicators. 

1.2 Overview 

A review of the literature that relates to silence, nonverbal communication, social cognition 

and interactivity initiates the literature review section. The review then focuses on nonverbal 

cues in CMC, leading to a presentation of online chronemics. The review continues by a 

detailed presentation of the literature on various forms of online silence, online 

unresponsiveness, and online ostracism, in contexts such as online survey methodologies, 

organizational behavior, education, customer relations management, and more. The review 

concludes with a summary of key theories and concepts, and with the presentation of a 

schematic model of a text-based computer mediated communication cycle. The model 

summarizes the literature on the stages of text-based CMC.  

After the literature review the research question (RQ) of the dissertation is presented: ñHow 

is silence expressed, experienced and perceived in text-based CMC?ò This is followed by a 
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brief description of the theoretical and practical importance of answering the RQ. Finally, the 

detailed RQôs and hypotheses that guided each of the three studies are presented.  

The next two chapters are the method and the results chapters. In the method section, the 

methods that were used in each of the studies are presented, and in the results section the 

results of each of each of the studies. These are followed by the discussion chapter in which 

the results of each of the studies are discussed. These three chapters form a unit that can 

either be read sequentially, or as three separate studies, first reading the method, results and 

discussion of study 1, then the method, results and discussion of study 2, and finally the three 

sections of study 3. The discussion chapter concludes with a general discussion section in 

which a model of online responsiveness and of online silence is presented, additional 

contributions to theory and practice are discussed, and a theoretical exposition on the topic of 

ñsynchronicity modulationò proposes to re-evaluate the concept of synchronicity in CMC, in 

light of the findings of study 1.  

1.3 List of publications 

Sections of this dissertation have already been published as conference papers, conference 

abstracts, a book chapter and a journal article. Below is an annotated list of these publications 

in ascending chronological order. These publications of the dissertationôs author are not 

referenced again in the text of the dissertation.  

Kalman, Y. M. (2004). Response times in email correspondence. Paper presented at 

the Association of Internet Researchers 5.0, University of Sussex, England. 

This conference presentation presented the first findings from the Enron dataset, showing the 

asymmetric distribution described in study 1. 
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Kalman, Y. M., & Rafaeli, S. (2005). email chronemics: unobtrusive profiling of 

response times. Paper presented at the 38th Annual Hawaii International 

Conference on System Sciences, Big Island, Hawaii.  

This conference paper presents the full findings from the Enron dataset described in study 1. 

 

Rafaeli, S., Raban, D., & Kalman, Y. M. (2005). Social Cognition Online. In Y. 

Amichai-Hamburger (Ed.), The social net: The social psychology of the 

Internet (pp. 57-90). Oxford, England: Oxford University Press. 

This book chapter is about online social cognition. Sections from it were used in the literature review 

section on social cognition (2.4 Social cognition). 

 

Kalman, Y. M., Ravid, G., Raban, D. R., & Rafaeli, S. (2006). Speak* now* or forever 

hold your peace: power law chronemics of turn-taking and response in 

asynchronous CMC. Paper presented at the 56th Annual Conference of the 

International Communication Association, Dresden, Germany. 

This conference paper presents the full findings from the three datasets described in study 1, and 

focuses on the implications for turn-taking in CMC. 

 

Kalman, Y. M. (2006). Online silence: investigating the online event that did not 

happen. Paper presented at the ILAIS conference and doctoral consortium, 

Haifa University, Israel. 
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This doctoral consortium presentation turns the attention of information systems researchers to the 

importance of better understanding online silence. The presentation is echoed in parts of the section 

6.4.2 Contributions to theory and practice.  

 

Kalman, Y. M., Ravid, G., Raban, D. R., & Rafaeli, S. (2006). Pauses and response 

latencies: a chronemic analysis of asynchronous CMC. Journal of Computer 

Mediated Communication, 12(1), 1-23. 

This journal paper presents the full findings from the three datasets described in study 1, and focuses 

on the normative aspects of the findings (aspects that led to study 2), and on the reasons for the 

relatively rapid responses (leading to the below ICA 2007 paper).  

 

Kalman, Y. M. (2006). Unobtrusive measures in Internet research. Paper presented 

at the Doctoral consortium: Internet and technology researchers, Bar Ilan 

University, Israel. 

This doctoral consortium presentation focused on the importance and underutilization of unobtrusive 

research methods for Internet researchers in diverse disciplines and various methodological 

orientations. Elements from this presentation appear in the method section 4.1 Study 1: response 

latencies. 

 

Kalman, Y. M., & Rafaeli, S. (2007). Modulating synchronicity in computer mediated 

communication. Paper presented at the ICA, San Francisco, CA. 

This conference paper considers the implications of the findings of study 1 on the nature of 

synchronicity in CMC. The section 6.4.3 Modulating synchronicity in CMC  is based on this paper.  
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Kalman, Y. M. (2007). They just don't understand: on the allure of synchronicity to 

users of computer mediated communication. Paper presented at the ILAIS 

conference and doctoral consortium, Bar Ilan University, Israel. 

This doctoral consortium presentation presents to information systems researchers the importance of 

the insights presented in the section 6.4.3 Modulating synchronicity in CMC to IS research and to the 

development of specifications for information systems. The presentation is echoed in sections of the 

6.4.2 Contributions to theory and practice section. 

 

Kalman, Y. M., Ravid, G., Raban, D. R., & Rafaeli, S. (2007). Are you still waiting for 

an answer? The chronemics of asynchronous written CMC. Paper presented 

at the Chais conference on instructional technologies research, Open 

University, Israel. 

This conference presentation focuses on chronemic aspects of moderating online forums in general, 

and online classrooms in particular. The presentation is echoed in the section 6.4.2.2.1 Moderating 

online forums and other online conversations. 

 

Kalman, Y. M. (2007). Response times in text-based CMC. Paper presented at the 

11th conference of the Israel Communication Association, The Open 

University, Israel. 

This conference presentation was a part of a panel that was arranged by the author of this 

dissertation, titled ñ*Not* being there: silence and unresponsiveness in computer mediated 

communicationò. In this panel four researchers presented different aspects of silence and 

unresponsiveness in CMC, discussed the definition of online silence, compared and contrasted online 

silence with face-to-face silence, explored the positive aspects of silence, and finally explored various 
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reasons for online silence, and ways of engaging silent participants in computer mediated 

conversations. 

1.4 Comments on language usage 

Below are a few comments on the language used in this dissertation.  

This dissertation is written in English for an academic institution which writing guidelines 

refer to writing dissertations in Hebrew. In addition, some of the research was carried out in 

English, while other elements (especially study 2) were carried out in Hebrew. All of the 

results are presented in English, to maximize the potential audience who can access the 

dissertation. The resulting format is a combination of APA guidelines (APA, 2001), of 

University of Haifa guidelines, and of several individual decisions taken by the author in 

consultation with the dissertation advisor. 

The dissertation is written in first person, plural. This choice was made, following comments 

on the dissertation proposal, so as to acknowledge the fact that no scientific work is 

accomplished in isolation. The authorôs collaboration with colleagues and with his supervisor 

was central to his work. Notwithstanding, the work presented in this dissertation is by and 

large the work of the author of this dissertation, with the exception of section 2.4 Social 

cognition, which source is acknowledged in a footnote. Consequently it is needless to say 

that all omissions, inaccuracies, oversights and errors are the authorôs responsibility and his 

alone. 

For the convenience of readers who might read only sections of the dissertation, acronyms 

were in general avoided, and were used only when repetition of the longhand would have 
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made the text awkward. An exception to this rule is the common acronym CMC (computer 

mediated communication). 

In several places, internal hyperlinks reference sections and chapters within the dissertation. 

To aid those reading the dissertation in print (offline), these links (underlined, and blue) are 

preceded by the decimal section number. 

The term e-mail can be spelled in many ways such as E-mail, e-mail, e mail or email, and the 

accepted use is still evolving. The spelling that was used in this dissertation is ñe-mailò, as 

suggested by APA (2007), unless an alternative spelling was used in a cited work.  In the 

questionnaire used in study 3, the spelling which was used was ñemailò. The term e-mail was 

used to refer to the noun, and it was not used in the more colloquial manner as a verb that 

refers to the action of sending an e-mail message.  

The term ñforumò chould be made into plural using the Latin ñforaò, or using the suffix ñsò. 

The latter alternative ñforumsò was used in this dissertation.  

Many sections of the dissertation refer to a sender, and an intended recipient. The intended 

recipient is the party who is expected to reply. Since the topic of this dissertation is online 

silence, one canôt assume that the ñintended recipientò is necessarily the ñrecipientò, for 

example since the message might not have arrived, or might not have been seen by the 

intended recipient. In some places, ñrecipientò is used instead of the longer term ñintended 

recipientò, to ease readability. In all of these cases, the intention is to refer to the ñintended 

recipientò.  
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2 Literature review 

2.1 Computer mediated communication 

The last decade has seen a significant move of Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) 

into the mainstream. Ongoing longitudinal surveys performed by organizations such as the 

Pew Internet & American Life Project (http://www.pewinternet.org) the Oxford Internet 

Institute (http://www.oii.ox.ac.uk) and the World Summit on the Information Society ï WSIS 

(http://www.itu.int/wsis/index.html) reveal increasing levels of penetration of CMC in the 

general population. Over 70% of Americans use the Internet to access e-mail (91%), search 

for information (91%), or for dozens of other tasks including recreational, educational, 

financial and social tasks (Pew, 2007). 85% of Internet users in the UK said that the Internet 

has made their life easier, and at the same time a majority of e-mail users are concerned 

about bad experiences such as spam, viruses, or online fraud when using e-mail (Dutton & 

Helsper, 2007). The global digital divide seems to be shrinking, especially with the 

accelerated introduction of mobile phones to populations in developing countries, though 

issues of access to Information and Communication Technologies are still significant 

challenges (International Telecommunication Union, 2007).  

Central to the understanding of CMC is the concept of ñpersistent conversationò, which is 

described as: 

 ñéthe transposition of ordinarily ephemeral conversation into the potentially persistent 

digital medium. Persistent conversations occur via instant messaging, text and voice chat, 

email, blogs, web boards, MOOs, graphical and 3D virtual environments, gaming systems, 

video sharing sites, document annotation systems, mobile phone texting, etc. Such 

ñDo not the most moving moments of our 
lives find us without words?ò  
Marcel Marceau 
 
 

http://www.pewinternet.org/
http://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/
http://www.itu.int/wsis/index.html
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communication is persistent in that it leaves a digital trace, and the trace in turn affords new 

uses. It permits conversations to be saved, visualized, browsed, searched, replayed, and 

restructured. Persistence also means that conversations need not be synchronous: they can 

be asynchronous (stretching out over hours or days) or supersynchronous (with multiple 

parties 'talking' at the same time). Finally, the creation of persistent and potentially 

permanent records from what was once an ephemeral process raises a variety of social and 

ethical issuesò (Erickson & Herring, 2007) 

The increased importance of CMC in general, and of text-based CMC in particular, in the 

lives of individuals, led to challenges such as information overload (Q. Jones, Ravid, & 

Rafaeli, 2004; Whittaker & Sidner, 1996; Zeldes, Sward, & Louchheim, 2007), and new 

types of distractions and interruptions (Gonzalez & Mark, 2004; Mark, Gonzalez, & Harris, 

2005; Russell, Purvis, & Banks, 2007). These challenges are interesting from a research point 

of view since they represent classical communication challenges that have been researched in 

the past (e.g. Meier, 1963), that now need to be re-examined in light of the introduction of 

novel computer-mediated communication channels. Do the new technologies fundamentally 

change the way we communicate, or is technology simply one of the variables in the 

equation?  

Like communication overload and like distractions in the age of ubiquitous CMC, anecdotal 

evidence led us to believe that silence too is a classical topic in communication which time 

has come to be reexamined. It seemed that online silence is experienced widely, while its 

nature, causes and consequences are poorly understood. In the following section some of the 

classical research on silence is reviewed, research which formed the foundation for the 

exploration of online silence.  
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2.2 Silence 

The quote ñSilence is to speech as the white of this paper is to this printò (Bruneau, 1973 p. 

18), attempts to capture the ubiquity and the centrality of silence in communication, while 

also acknowledging that silence is treated by most people as an insignificant background, a 

meaningless default, and a useless emptiness. ñOne cannot not communicateò (Watzlawick, 

Beavin & Jackson, 1967 in Wilder, 1978) also captures the uniqueness of silence which, like 

other forms of nonverbal communication, is central to communication. It is how something is 

said that communicates at least as much as what is being said (Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall, 

1996b; Jaworski, 1999). Like the empty page, which carries little meaning without graphic 

symbols, and the graphic symbols which canôt exist without a substrate, so do silence and 

speech coexist in a mutual dependence, each one providing the context, and thus the 

meaning, to the other. In addition to the speech that surrounds it, silence need also be 

understood in other contexts, such as other nonverbal signs, as well as in the context of 

culture (C. A. Braithwaite, 1999; Saville-Troike, 1985).  

Because it is so context dependent, silence can express and be interpreted as expressing a 

wide range of meanings. The scope is so wide that actually silence can, in different contexts, 

mean opposites. Jaworski (1999) gives as an example Jensenôs work (Jensen, 1973) where 

five functions of silence which can have contrasting, positive and negative values, are 

described: (a) a linkage function: Silence may bond two (or more) people or it may separate 

them; (b) an affecting function: Silence may heal (over time) or wound; (c) a revelation 

function: Silence may make something known to a person (self exploration) or it may hide 

information from others; (d) a judgmental function: Silence may signal assent and favor or it 
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may signal dissent and disfavor;  (e) an activating function: Silence may signal deep 

thoughtfulness (work) or it may signal mental inactivity.   

Another example Jaworski gives is the work of Lebra (1987) where on the one hand 

reticence is interpreted as a sign of honesty, sincerity and straightforwardness, but on the 

other hand it is associated with concealing the truth. Silence amongst young spouses in the 

Japanese culture is an expression of affection, while in the same society silence is used to 

express social defiance, disagreement with a person, anger and hatred. In Bruneauôs work 

(1973) one can find additional examples of contrasting meanings of silence: as an 

empowering as well as an oppressive tool, as a promoter of interpersonal closeness, as well 

as a sign of aggressive alienation, as a respectful act, as well as a way to signal disrespect. 

Silence can signal the end of an interaction with a clear finality, as well as represent 

closeness and intimacy. The polite behavior for a person joining an English group is to join 

in silence, while the same behavior will be considered inappropriate and impolite in a 

Mediterranean country like Greece (Sifianou, 1997). In educational settings silence can be a 

sign of active learning and concentration, as well as of idleness and ignorance (Jaworski, 

1999). In an organizational context, silence can be attributed to lack of motivation and 

isolationism, while it actually originates in stress and ambiguous communication (Jenkins, 

2000; Milliken & Wolfe, 2003). The silence and silencing of women received special 

attention in some of the earliest treatises on silence (Courtenay, 1916 in Clair, 1998) and 

continues to provide examples of the negative power of silence, such as disciplinary and 

oppressive silence, silence enforced by institutions, or the role of silence in sexual 

harassment and in the objectification of women (Clair, 1998; Morgan & Coombes, 2001). 

This use of silence against women in many societies is an example of the way ñWithin a 
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single speech community, social values and norms are closely tied to the amount of talk vs. 

silence that is prescribed ï according to social distinctions such as rank in the social 

hierarchyéò (Saville-Troike, 1985, p. 4) 

2.2.1 Defining silence 

The many possible interpretations of silence, compounded by the fact that many of these 

possible interpretations are at odds with each other, make silence a topic which is difficult to 

categorize and define, and consequently difficult to research. A definition is elusive and quite 

futile since ñWe are likelyéto sense the strangeness, frustrations, and ambiguities of silence 

no matter how we define the concept. Since silence is a sort of absence of something, it 

suggests a potentialé Concepts of the sort of silence, then, may be peculiarly difficult if 

oneôs purpose is to objectify the state, that is, to say that it is somethingò (Scott, 1993,  p. 

11). Even language itself is an obstacle to clearly defining silence, since the English language 

does not distinguish between two important types of silence, which are described by at least 

two words in some languages. The first definition the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) 

(Oxford English Dictionary, 1989) gives to silence is (1a) ñThe fact of abstaining or 

forbearing from speech or utterance (sometimes with reference to a particular matter); the 

state or condition resulting from this; muteness, reticence, taciturnityò. In German (which, 

like English, belongs to the West Germanic group of languages) this type of silence would be 

ñschweigenò, and in Hebrew (a Semitic language) ñshtikaò. The second definition provided 

by the OED is (2a) ñThe state or condition when nothing is audible; absence of all sound or 

noise; complete quietness or stillness; noiselessnessò. In German this type of silence would 

be ñstilleò, and in Hebrew ñdmamaò or ñdumiaò. Its closest equivalent in English is 

ñstillnessò (Fernando, 2002). Definition 3b of the OED, a definition which we will later 
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propose to adopt for the purpose of the present research, is ñNeglect or omission to write 

(about something); failure to communicate or replyò, and would also be translated in German 

into ñschweigenò and in Hebrew into ñshtikaò.  

More quantitative attempts to define silence have taken place in the context of the study of 

pauses in conversation. Pauses are a normal part of conversation, and the question that is 

raised by researchers of conversation is ñwhen is a pause a silenceò (Tannen, 1985). 

Tannenôs answer is that a pause is silence ñéwhen it is longer than expected, or in an 

unexpected place, and therefore ceases to have its óbusiness as usualô function and begins to 

indicate that something is missingò (p. 109). McLaughlin & Cody (1982) chose to define 

such lapses (or extended silences) at three seconds or more, citing a few researches showing 

that normal switching pauses in conversation were of a duration of less than one second; that 

pauses of over three seconds were absent from spontaneous speech; and, that silences of 

more than 3 and 4 seconds significantly impacted ratings of social competence. 

2.2.2 Silence ï an interdisciplinary research topic  

Some of the confusion over the meaning of silence stems from the fact that silence has been 

researched within the confines of several academic disciplines. Jaworski (1997) looks at 

silence in a multidisciplinary manner, as a linguistic, discoursal, literary, social, cultural, 

spiritual and meta-communicative phenomena. Tannen and Seville-Troike (1985) explore 

silence in diverse contexts including not only communication but also psychology, 

anthropology, religion and  education, to name a few. Each of the disciplines looks at silence 

with a different toolset, and the resulting confusion adds to the difficulty of comprehending 

this essentially ambiguous subject.  
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Despite the risk of inconsistency stemming from these difficulties, we would like to present a 

few classification systems suggested for categorizing various types of silence. Bruneau 

(1973) defines three forms of silence: Psycholinguistic Silence, Interactive Silence and 

Socio-cultural Silence. Psycholinguistic Silence, such as pauses which slow down speech 

while it is being created, are a result of either the need of the speaker for extra time to 

perform the linguistic tasks (Rubinstein, 2004), or to give the listener time to process the 

speech effectively. Interactive Silences, such as the pauses that allow turn-taking in dyads or 

in small groups (Cappella, 1979; Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1978), are mutual silences 

shared by the members of the dyad or of the small group, until one or more of the parties 

chooses to break the silence. These are presented in more detail in the discussion section of 

study 1 (6.1.2.2 Possible explanations for the findings). Socio-cultural Silence is silence used 

by entire social and cultural orders in specific situations. For example, the silence associated 

with religious worship: silent Trappist monks, Buddhists practicing Vipassana, and silence in 

Judeo-Christian prayer to name a few (Maltz, 1985; Quinney, 1988). Poyatos (2002) lists and 

categorizes many forms of silence (and stillness) at the human level (language, paralanguage, 

audible kinesics, other body sounds, direct/indirect acts upon objects/substances), animal, 

cultural environment and natural environment. Every form of silence is presented as a silent 

alternative to a specific sound, and next to its corollaries of movement and stillness. For 

example, silent footsteps can alternatively be noisy, and feet may either move or remain still. 

Kurzon (1995) looks at silence in the context of ñthe right of silenceò and analyses it from 

the point of view of ñintentionò and ñabilityò. A silent response could be a result of the lack 

of ability to speak (either due to ignorance or to psychological disabilities such as shyness or 

embarrassment) or of the ñability not to speakò, or ñability not to say anythingò: intentional 
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silence. An interesting and diverse list of ñtypes of silenceò can be extracted from the index 

to Jaworskiôs (1997) interdisciplinary book  and consists of the following types: absolute, 

acoustic, antecedent, anterior, arbitrary, contemplative, displayed, gustatory, inter and intra 

turn, olfactory, spiritual, static, surrogate, tactile, temporal and visual.  

Psychology explores the role of silence in several contexts. We will focus on the role of 

silence in social exclusion, namely ostracism (Williams, 2001). Ostracism is both pervasive 

and powerful, playing on deeply seated fears of rejection and exclusion, and threatening 

fundamental human needs such as a sense of belonging, self-esteem, feeling of control, and a 

belief in a meaningful existence. Ostracism even depletes psychological resources of the 

ostracizer. Ostracism is evident in most civilizations and cultures, as well as in the animal 

kingdom (Ciarocco, Baumeister, & Sommer, 2001; Williams, 2001, 2005). 

Silence has an important role in the daily operations of organizations, and interesting 

examples of the important and complex role of silence in organizations come from the 

workplace, as well as from the classroom. In the workplace, employee silence not only hurts 

the organization by preventing the identification of illegal or unethical practices, and 

hampering organizational learning, but rather it also affects the employees. For example, it 

increases their sense of helplessness and reduces job satisfaction. Such affects harm the long-

term well-being of the employees and of the organization (Milliken & Wolfe, 2003; Van 

Dyne, Ang, & Botero, 2003). In the classroom, silence has often been discussed in the 

context of power relations between teachers and students, and among students, as well as in 

the context of examining the influence of ñwait timeò after questioning the class, showing 

that longer wait times increased inclusiveness (Bruneau, 1973; Nakane, 2003).  
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The controversial ñspiral of silenceò theory was developed by Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann 

(1991), claiming that people who hold a minority view are less likely to express it in public, 

due to fear of isolation. This reticence results in a spiral, which leads to silencing minority 

views. This process is accelerated by mass media (Neuwirth, Frederick, & Mayo, 2007).  

No discussion of human silence can be complete without mentioning the topics of time and 

perception of time. Silence is defined by time and by the way time is perceived by 

communicators, and time is perceived differently in monochronic cultures in comparison to 

polychronic cultures (Hall, 2000), is embedded in the social fabric in diverse ways (Julkunen, 

1977), and evolves historically (Nowotny, 1997; Strate, 1995). An interesting link between 

physiology and the perception of time is described by Poppel (2004), who points out a 3-

second window that appears to delimit the difference between what is perceived as ñnowò or 

as ñthe presentò, and what is the past or the future. This window defines these boundaries 

across experiments and observations that employ different paradigms ñécovering perceptual 

processes in audition and vision, cognitive evaluation, movement control, speech, cultural 

artifacts, mnemonic representation, perceptual accentuation, or temporal integrationéò (p. 

300). It seems like this period of time, or ñwindowò, reflects a general principle of the 

neurocognitive machinery. The topic is further discussed in 2.6.4.1 Time in communication 

2.2.3 Defining the boundaries ï what is online silence?  

It is clear that the nomenclature of silence is so extensive and diverse, that it is impossible to 

fit ñonline silenceò into one clear category. Silence in CMC can be intentional or 

unintentional; it can be psycholinguistic, interactive or socio-cultural; it can be arbitrary, 

contemplative, visual, and so on. In this work, we focus on one paradigmatic type of silence, 

the one which is represented in definition 3b from the Oxford English Dictionary (1989): 
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ñNeglect or omission to write (about something); failure to communicate or replyò. This 

definition covers situations which we find as the most commonplace and intuitive examples 

of online silence or stillness: an unanswered e-mail message, a posting to an online forum 

(e.g. chat forum, Usenet, online classroom) which does not receive a response, or an 

unanswered instant message. The definition is not an objective and independent definition. 

As already demonstrated in the above review of previous research on ñtraditionalò (i.e. 

offline) silence, silence cannot be defined in any manner other than a subjective and context 

dependent one. Nevertheless, we believe this definition is a sufficient starting point to allow 

the exploration of the unique nature of online silence, based on the understanding that has 

been accumulated to date, of the nature of silence. This definition leaves for later research 

forms of online silence such as large white spaces between paragraphs in online messages, 

empty postings, the silence in online synchronous audiovisual events, slow, outdated and 

unavailable links, and empty spaces in web pages. 

2.3 Nonverbal cues 

Silence in communication is one example of nonverbal communication. Some identify 

silence and stillness as the passive opposite of all sound and movement (Poyatos, 2002b). 

While acknowledging the pervasiveness and omnipresence of silence and stillness in every 

aspect of human communication and human culture, we still treat silence as an example of 

one category of nonverbal cues, that category being chronemics.  

Various researchers classify nonverbal cues in various ways, depending on their disciplinary 

inclination, and on their definition of nonverbal communication. Some define nonverbal 

communication in a highly inclusive manner. For example, Poyatos (1983b) defines 
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nonverbal communication as: ñthe emissions of signs by all the nonlexical, artifactual and 

environmental sensible sign systems contained in the realm of a culture, whether individually 

or in a mutual costructuration, and whether or not those emissions constitute behavior or 

generate interactionò (p.69). Others provide a more narrow definition, such as ñéall the 

messages other than words that people exchange in interactive contextsò while clarifying that 

ñto qualify as a message, a behavior typically must be sent with intent and/or it must 

typically be interpreted by othersò (Hecht, DeVito, & Guerrero, 1995, p.5). A similar 

definition is offered by Burgoon & Hoobler (2002) who define nonverbal communication as 

ñéthose behaviors other than words themselves that form a socially shared coding systemò 

(p.244). Those who provide a wider definition of nonverbal communication naturally provide 

a longer and more inclusive list of nonverbal cues, while those who use a more strict 

definition, suggest a shorter list. In the dissertation we chose the latter approach, which is 

more restrictive and less encompassing. This choice is in agreement with our relatively 

narrow definition of online silence, as described above. Taking the classification of 

nonverbal codes suggested by Burgoon et al. (1996b), and by Burgoon and Hoobler (2002) 

there are three general categories of codes: Visual and auditory codes (kinesics, physical 

appearance and vocalics), contact codes (proxemics and haptics), and place and time codes 

(environment and artifacts, and chronemics).  

2.3.1 Classifications of nonverbal cues 

According to the classification by Burgoon et al. (1996b) and by Burgoon and Hoobler 

(2002): kinesics refer to all forms of visual body movements, excluding physical contact with 

anotherôs body, and including gestures, facial expressions, trunk and limb movements, 

posture, gaze and gait; physical appearance includes both the natural physical features of the 




