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Conclusions 
The results of the current study did not show a significant interaction between anonymity and agreement, 
thus failing to support the primary prediction based on the SIDE model. However, the current research did 
show a number of interesting interactions between anonymity and various individual difference variables. We 
found that individual characteristics, such as self-esteem, conformity, and fear of negative evaluation, alter 
the ways in which the anonymous platform of CMC can influence interpersonal interactions.   
 
The current study helps to fill in some much needed contextual clues as to how anonymity and individual 
differences interact with CMC.  Individual reactions to anonymous CMC cannot be predicted with simple global 
explanations. The current research helps to illustrate how complex these interactions can be and suggests 
that any models used to understand CMC will need to carefully consider interpersonal and intrapersonal 
characteristics. 

Introduction 
 Since the rise of the internet in the 1990s, the use of computers has become an indispensable part of 

many people’s daily communication.  From work email to commenting on news stories to social networking, 
it is clear that many people rely on computer-mediated communication (CMC) to connect with their world.  
While it is evident that CMC has led to an increase in the available modes of communication for many, what is 
less obvious is how it is different from other forms of communication, both in terms of form and function.  
One of the potential differences between CMC and face-to-face communication that draws the most attention 
in the literature is anonymity. Many forms of CMC require participants to identify themselves in some way; 
however, other forms, such as blogs and news sites’ comment sections, offer participants the opportunity to 
post their thoughts online anonymously.  A September 2013 Pew study found that 25% of adult internet 
users have posted anonymous comments online in order to avoid observation of their behavior by others.  

 The effect of anonymity on an individual’s behavior in group settings has been studied repeatedly in 
different contexts long before the advent of CMC.  One of the first frameworks put forth to understand 
anonymity effects comes from Gustave Le Bon’s (1896/2001) work on crowd behavior.  Le Bon proposed that 
when people gather together they lose their identities, thus becoming part of a new organism: the crowd. 
The modern conceptualization of Le Bon’s ideas can be traced to Zimbardo’s (1969) process of 
deindividuation.  Zimbardo cites his classic Stanford Prison study (Hanley, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973) as 
evidence that people in a crowd (or in otherwise deindividuated states) will behave in ways inconsistent with 
their personal identities.  People are less likely to monitor their behavior and are more likely to act upon 
impulses. Many have found deindividuation to be insufficient to explain the effects of anonymity on behavior.  

 To explain some of what they felt was lacking with Zimbardo’s theory of deindividuation, Reicher, 
Spears, & Postmes (1995) put forth the social identity model of deindividuation effects (SIDE).  SIDE suggests 
that the self is not a unitary construct, but rather a complex interaction of two sub-systems: the personal 
identity and the social identity.  When people feel as though they are part of a group, they shift emphasis 
from their personal identification to their social identification.  Thus, SIDE predicts that anonymous members 
with salient ties to the group will experience a heightened sense of their social identity and will perform as 
their social identity dictates.  Rather than lose themselves in a crowd, deindividuated persons will look more 
to the social aspect of their identities to guide their behaviors.   

 The present study looks to build on this body of research by studying how individual characteristics play 
into anonymity’s effect on CMC. Specifically, based on the SIDE model, we predicted that anonymous 
participants would give more critical evaluations of people who have opinions different from their own, and 
more positive evaluations of people who voice opinions consistent with their own. We also predicted that the 
impact of anonymity on these peer evaluations would differ based on individual difference factors, such as 
self-esteem, and fear of negative evaluations. 

Methods 
 A total of 256 undergraduate students (71% female), with ages ranging from 17-40 (M = 19.38, SD = 2.26) 

participated in this study. The majority of the sample (84%) was Caucasian. Participants completed two tasks. One 
consisted of a packet of questionnaires and the other was computer task. All participants completed the same 
series of measures in the packet (consisting of personal assessments of self-esteem, empathy, 
conformity, and fear of negative evaluations). However, participants were randomly assigned to one of two 
conditions for the computer task: identifiable responses (n = 130) or anonymous responses (n = 126). This served 
as the primary independent variable (IV). 

 The basis of the computer task was a fabricated news article about environmental policies that the college was 
initiating, many of which would require major behavioral changes (e.g., reducing the student printing quota by 50%, 
discontinuing the take-out options at dining halls). Participants were asked to read the article and provide their 
honest reactions to these new policies. Half of the participants were told that all of their comments would remain 
anonymous, and they were never asked to provide any identifying information. The other half of the participants 
were asked to provide their first name and year in school.  

 After providing their own responses, participants read a selection of reactions from three other students. These 
scripted reactions had been created to reflect opinions that were strongly supportive (“This is awesome!”), relatively 
neutral (“This isn’t the best way to go about saving the environment, but it isn’t the worst idea.”), and strongly 
critical (“I honestly think this is going too far.”) of the new campus policies. These reactions from fellow students 
matched the anonymity condition of the participant, so students who believed their own comments were anonymous 
read reactions from anonymous students (labeled simply as person A, B, or C) while students who thought their own 
comments could be identified read reactions from students who were identified with their first name.  

 Following exposure to these student comments, participants were asked to rate each commenter on three 
characteristics: how helpful their comment was, how intelligent the commenter was, and how useful this comment 
would be for administrators making decisions about environmental policies for campus. All responses were made on a 
7-point Likert scale with values ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). These evaluations were 
combined for each commenter, which then served as the primary dependent variables. 

Results 
Evaluations of the Critical Target 

 When examining the evaluations of the person who disagreed with the policies, we found a significant impact of 
policy agreement (F (2, 244) = 17.79, p < .001, partial eta2 = .13) and a marginally significant main effect of 
anonymity (F (1, 244) = 3.75, p < .06, partial eta2 = .01). The main effect of policy agreement illustrates that people 
who strongly agreed with the policy evaluated this target more negatively (M = 1.98) than individuals who were 
relatively neutral (M = 2.43) or people who disagreed with the policy (M = 2.80). All three of these differences are 
significant using LSD pairwise comparisons. The main effect of anonymity indicates that participants were marginally 
more positive in their evaluations of this target when identifiable (M = 2.51) than when they were anonymous (M = 
2.30). A lack of the expected interaction between these two factors (F (2, 244) = 0.31, p > .05) suggests that these 
two factors operate independently, and that people who disagree with this target are not taking advantage of the 
anonymity by rating this target even more harshly.  

 There was a significant interaction between anonymity and self-esteem (F (1, 244) = 4.67, p < .05, partial eta2 
= .02).  This interaction showed that anonymity is only having an impact for high esteem individuals (see Figure 1). 
More specifically, participants with low self-esteem did not alter their evaluations of the target as a result of their 
identifiablity (M = 2.31) or anonymity (M = 2.33). However, participants with high self-esteem rated the target more 
positively when they were identifiable (M = 2.72) rather than anonymous (M = 2.27). 
 

Evaluations of the Supportive Target 
 When examining the evaluation of the target who agreed with the policy, we found a significant impact of policy 

agreement (F (2, 244) = 33.29, p < .001, partial eta2 = .21) and an interaction between anonymity and autonomy (F 
(1, 244) = 5.35, p < .05, partial eta2 = .02). The main effect of policy agreement shows a pattern similar to what we 
found with the opposite (disagreeing) target. Individuals who disagreed with the policy rated this agreeing target 
more negatively (M = 2.47) than those participants who were relatively neutral in their stance (M = 3.14). Those 
participants who agreed with the policy showed the most positive evaluation of this target (M = 3.50).  
The interaction between anonymity and autonomy revealed a pattern suggesting that only those individuals scoring 
high on autonomy were being influenced by the anonymity condition (see Figure 2). Thus, people who tended to 
adhere to traditional expectations and norms did not alter their evaluations of the target as a result of their 
identifiability (M = 3.03) or anonymity (M = 3.12). However, participants who endorsed more autonomous behaviors 
rated the target more positively when they were identifiable (M = 3.18) rather than anonymous (M = 2.79). 
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FIGURE 1: evaluations of critical target FIGURE 2: evaluations of supportive target 


