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Comparing indicators of social presence in mediated and unmediated Twitter dialogues

Introduction 
Twitter, an Internet-based microblogging service, is a form of computer-mediated communication that is used by organizations and individuals as a mass or interpersonal communication platform (Spitzberg, 2006; Twitter, 2011). Twitter users can publish 140-character microblogs, called tweets, which can be made public or private. Tweets can be marked with a hashtag, symbolized by “#,” and followed by a word or phrase related to the subject of the tweet. This hashtag allows users to engage with others who have similar interests, creating networks, groups, and conversations about these topics (Twitter, 2011). Some hashtags have been created by organizations to hold pre-planned conversations, such as the agriculture-oriented #AgChat, #GardenChat, and the U.S. Farmers and Ranchers Alliance-sponsored #FoodD. Dialogues can be guided by a mediator, or unmediated conversations can flow between users (Pritchett, Naile, & Murphrey, 2012; Schweer, 2011).
Recently, two studies have been conducted to analyze social presence in agriculture-related Twitter conversations. One study considered the mediated #AgChat and #GardenChat dialogues (Pritchett et al., 2012), while another focused on the unmediated #FoodD conversation (Schweer, 2011). While both studies yielded similar results regarding established social presence factors, differences in the individual conversations did arise. Research comparing mediated and unmediated conversations can assist agricultural communicators in creating an online social presence that will help them to better engage with their followers and customers.

Theoretical Framework
The studies conducted by Pritchett et al. (2012) and Schweer (2011) were based on the theory of social presence. Defined as a part of the process through which individuals develop knowledge and opinions about others (Short et al., 1976), social presence typically involves physical cues such as eye contact and facial movements. As CMC has increased in use, social presence has been related to the digital communication world as well (Tu, 2002). Due to an absence of physical cues in CMC, users may become unsatisfied with their interactions and feel a lack of social presence when communicating through digital platforms (Walther, 1996). Other studies have proven that social presence can be created by expressing physical cues and emotion in the form of emoticons and paralanguage, and engaging and recognizing each other (Tu, 2002).

Methods
Tweets were gathered from three pre-planned Twitter dialogues: #AgChat and #GardenChat, which were moderated, and #FoodD, which was not moderated. Tweets marked with the respective hashtag from the time periods when marked tweets were sent most consistently were archived. The archived tweets were categorized into three main dimensions of affective, interactive and cohesive, based on the “Model and Template for Assessment of Social Presence” (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001). Affective tweets contained expressions of emotion, humor, openness, or self-disclosure. Interactive tweets referred to the presence of another person, quoting previous comments or asking general questions. Cohesive tweets mentioned a specific individual by name, or used inclusive group pronouns such as “we,” “us,” or “all” (Rourke et al., 2001). In addition, each of these three dimensions also contains several indicators to further classify tweets (Rourke et al., 2001). 

Findings
Results from both studies were consistent, with the majority of tweets from each conversation classified as interactive. Cohesive tweets were consistently the second-most prominent form of tweet, followed by affective tweets. However, when conversational structure was determined and guided by the presence of a moderator, variations within the types of tweets occurred. 
In the mediated #AgChat and #GardenChat conversations, more than 75% of tweets were coded as interactive, while 50% were cohesive and 23% were affective. In these conversations, the number of cohesive tweets addressing specific individuals and the group as a whole was higher than in the #FoodD conversation, likely due to the presence of a mediator and conscious encouragement of interaction between participants. Cohesive tweets were used to maintain the structure of the conversation, while affective tweets helped participants become acquainted with each other. In the unmediated #FoodD conversation, 89% of the tweets were interactive. Cohesive tweets composed 15% of the conversation, while approximately 12% of tweets were affective. Fewer cohesive tweets likely were sent because no mediator was present for these conversations. Additionally, fewer affective tweets were sent, as users spent less time giving introductions and building relationships, and more time directly addressing the topics at hand. 

Conclusions, Implications and Recommendations
Cohesive tweets played an important role in the moderated #AgChat and #GardenChat conversations, as the moderator was responsible for maintaining the structure of the conversation, encouraging participation of respondents, and asking questions relating to the selected topics. The #FoodD conversations were unmediated, requiring structure and topics to be guided by the participants within the dialogue. These differences between mediated and unmediated conversations indicate the level of social presence within the conversations. The mediated conversations contained more relationship-oriented tweets, where users addressed one another or the group directly, and made fewer statements directly related to the selected topics. The unmediated conversation contained fewer tweets relating to emotion and self-disclosure, and more topic-related discussion.
Findings from these studies may help agricultural organizations develop and improve their social presence within computer-based social media platforms. Organizations may improve their user satisfaction by engaging users and by encouraging active participation and divulgence of information by participants. Implementing more structure within conversations through a mediator who is aware of his or her role can affect user interactions. Directly interacting with other users, instead of broadcasting statements or thoughts, can increase engagement.
Future studies should focus on the similarities and differences in social presence indicators between mediated and unmediated Twitter conversations. Whether the social presence descriptors used in these studies also exist in spontaneous Twitter conversations, where hashtags have been created by individual users and dialogues are not planned or structured, also should be examined. For these studies, researchers should determine which indicators are most common or if new indicators arise. Additionally, future studies should analyze social presence within forms of social media other than Twitter. Such studies should identify or modify social presence indicators as pertinent to individual platforms.
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