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How do emotionsspreadfrom personto personon the Internetin the contextof forumsandblogs?While thereis reasonto believethat online personalexchangescanbe potentelicitors of

emotions,it is not obviousthat readingemotionalexchangesbetweenstrangerson Internetforums,thatarenot of directconcern,do thesame. Challengesto thestudyof sucheffectsareposed

by thecomplexityof meaningin real-world exchanges,heterogeneityof form andcontent,andeffectsof densesequentialstimuli. Here,we presented7 discussionforum threads,pretestedas

positive,neutral,or negativein a post-by-post fashionto 53 participantswhile facial EMG (CorrugatorSupercilii, ZygomaticusMajor), heartrate,and skin conductancewere recorded. In

addition,subjectiveexperiencewascollectedand18 IAPS imagesservedascomparisonstimuli. Self-reportsclearlyindicatedthattheforumpostselicitedsubjectiveexperiencesof emotion,but

the patternfor EMG andANS measureswaslessclear. While we wereableto distinguishresponsesto moderatepositive,neutral,andmoderatenegativeIAPS stimuli, we could not clearly

distinguishneutralfrom negativeforum posts. In turn,we find differencesfrom neutralstatefor ANS measures,but thedifferentiationbetweenpositiveandnegativepostsis lesssuccessful. We

will discussthe implication of our findings aswell asthe challengesof dealingwith heterogeneoussequentialtextualmaterialfrom online sourceswith the ultimategoal to modelspreading

emotionsovernetworksof Internetusers.

Thereis an increasinginterestin mediatedcommunicationin Cyberspace. The

complexity of communicationnetworkstranscendsthe types of processesthat

have been well studied in dyadic and small group interactions in social

psychology over the last decades. Network approacheshave been used to

describestructural featuresof exchangesin professionaland private contexts

(e.g., Lazeret al., 2010, Mitroviĺ& Tadiĺ,2010). However,canananalysisusing

networksalsobeusedto assesshow emotionsspread?This would bevery useful

to understandphenomenarelatedto rapid convergentbehavior. The large scale

project CYBEREMOTIONS, funded by the EuropeanUnion addressessuch

questions using approachesfrom physics, the science of complexity, and

specificallynetworkapproaches(seehttp://www.cyberemotions.eu).
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üParticipants: 53 students from Jacobs University (26 females), mean age = 

21.9 years (SD= 3.74)

üStimuli: 18 IAPS pictures

7 forum threads (3 positive, 1 neutral, 3 negative), 7-14 posts 

each (M = 9.4) of variable length (between 2 sentences and 2 

paragraphs long)

üMeasures:

ÅEMG Facial EMG (Corrugator Supercilii, Zygomaticus Major, 

placement and preparation according to Fridlund & 

Cacioppo, 1986).

Recorded with BIOPAC MP150, sampling rate 1 kHz

ÅANS HR, SCL.

Recorded with BIOPAC MP150, sampling rate 250 Hz 

ÅSelf-report How did the thread you just read make you feel?
- not at all positive  > very positive

- not at all negative  > very negative

- very calm  > very excited

How interesting did you find this thread?
- very boring  > very interesting

To what degree was this thread relevant to you?
- very irrelevant  > very relevant

Would you like to continue reading this thread?
- not at all  > very much

Would you like to participate in the discussion?
- not at all  > very much

üSequences were randomized within blocks
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Oneof theassumptionsunderlyingthemodelsof emotionspreadingis of course

that readingonline exchangeshasthe potentialto elicit emotionsin the readerï

even if s/he is not part of the network in question,did not participatein the

discussionandwasnot directly addressedin anyof theexchanges. We testedthe

assumptionof the emotioneliciting potencyof readingonline threadsin a small

scale laboratory study using discussionforum threadstaken from the BBC

(SCRG, 2009) and various other websites that were selectedin a pretest

(Theuniset al., 2010). We useda selectionof imagesfrom the International

Affective PictureSystem(IAPS,P. Langetal., 2008) ascomparisonstimuli.

Instructions Relaxation
1st set of 

IAPS

Threads each 
followed by 
self-report

2nd set of 
IAPS

Paper-pencil 
questionnaire

Debriefing

This IAPS image has 

been removed in 

accordance with 

copyright and use 

policy of the IAPS 

database

This IAPS image has 

been removed in 

accordance with 

copyright and use 

policy of the IAPS 

database

This IAPS image has 

been removed in 

accordance with 

copyright and use 

policy of the IAPS 

database

This IAPS image has 

been removed in 

accordance with 

copyright and use 

policy of the IAPS 

database



Intuitively, it is not surprisingthat readingpostsin forumsor blogscanelicit emotions. However,beingable to use

peripheralphysiological measuresas strong correlatesof affective experiencein this context is not trivial. The

complexityof thestimulusmaterialcreateshigh demandson attentionalresources,dependsonparticipantsôknowledge,

beliefsandattitudesandcould renderany attemptto usesuchmeasuresfutile. The amountof variancefrom various

sourcesis clearlymuchhigherthanin thecaseof standardizedandselectedstimuli, suchasthe IAPS. Our initial data

we presentherecreatehopethatwe will beableto usefacial EMG andpossiblysomemeasuresof ANS activationto

track emotionalreactionsdynamicallyassubjectreadsmulti-participantthreads. We will thenbe ableto look for the

specificcontributionsof certainpostsandsenders. To beclear,theidealcaseof separatingeachpostinto anindividual

trial with baselineandproperinterstimulusintervalswould dramaticallychallengethe ecologicalvalidity of thestudy

andthe evaluationof the posts. Thus,the useof changesin expressiveandANS correlatesof emotionis particularly

interestingbecausethis canbe usedto track changeswithout stopping,or askingquestions. Similar approacheshave

beenusedin mediaresearchmanytimes,for examplein thecontextof TV or film reception(A. Lang,Potter,& Bolls,

2008). However,whentrackingchangesto AV mediathetime frameis thesamefor all participants. This is not thecase

for ourdata. As thecomparisonof readingtimesshows,thereareconsiderableinterindividualdifferences. In this sense,

our contextresemblesresearchrelatedto the readingof newspapersor longertexts. Yet, thereis againa differenceas

the structureof the text hereis lessconsistentand is more akin to watchinga tennisor ping-pongmatchwherethe

contributorstaketurnsand,oftenaggressively,respondto eachother.

A further problemcomeswith thehigh informationdensityof thematerial. A closerlook at theANS dataat a micro-

scalerevealspatternsthat areconsistentwith orientationresponsesto certainindividual posts. We arecurrentlyin the

processof dealingwith theseissuesby comparingearlyvs. lateresponsesor usingsubwindowsfor analyses.

Giventhatwearenot looking atextremesof sensorialinput, it is unlikely thatemotionsarecausedby formal aspectsof

thestimuli, but by theorganismôsevaluationof thestimuli ïby their meaning. We aretacklingthis issueby identifying

thosethreadsthatarethemostpositiveor negativefor participantsratherthanusingthesamephysicalthreadfor some

comparisons. We are also trying to link someresponsesto specific beliefs (e.g., religious beliefs). At present,we

believethat rank orderingstimuli is the bestway forward to modelinghow emotionsspreadfrom personto personin

nestedfeedbackloopsïournextgoalwithin theCYBEREMOTIONSproject.
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RESPONSES TO READING ONLINE DISCUSSION FORUMS
Mathias Theunis, & Elena Tsankova
Bremen

Mean Corrugator response over post by rank

Mean Peak HR acceleration over post by rank

Main effect of stimulusvalence-rank on meanCorrugator

responsemeasuredover the readingperiodof entireposts.

F(2, 104) = 17.977, p < .001

Main effect of stimulus valence-rank on peak heart rate

acceleration compared to baseline measuredover the

readingperiodof entireposts. F(2, 100) = 3.504, p < .05

p < .001

p < .01

p < .05

p < .05


