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Chat etiquette...
...and keeping civil whilst typing at speed

I t must be tim e to revisit the in te rac tive  
com ponents of internet a c tiv ity . H av in g  
just insta lled  a chat server on A L IA n e t 

[http://www.alia.org.au/chat/], and fo llow ing  
observation  of h o w  peop le  com m u n ica te  
through the lim itations of the keyboard , it is 
apparent that there is a w h o le  n ew  d im en ­
sion to tw o-w ay inform ation flow .

O f  course, m any regard chat as m ere ly  
an acce lerated  version of e lectron ic  d iscus­
sion list activ ity . And  in m any w ays, this is 
en tire ly  true. H o w eve r, a c ru c ia l aspect of 
com m u n ica t io n  v ia  chat is often m issing: 
that of au thentication . W h ils t  e-lists offer a 
degree of com fort to those com m u n ica ting  
(or m erely  observing ), in that the sender is 
usua lly  iden tified , and can  be traced  
(m ostly), no such authentic ity is offered via  
chat sessions. For many, this is an attraction 
of chat. For others, the iden tification  issue 
makes users hesitant to com m un icate  on the 
sam e level as they might v ia  e-mail, e ither 
through e-lists or through one-to-one c o m ­
m un ication .

Let me paint a scenario that I observed in 
a chat room recently. But before I gel to the 
detail, a qu ick w ord  of explanation for those 
u n fam ilia r w ith  chat sessions. M ost chat 
servers offer a num ber of defined 'room s' in 
w h ich  to conduct chat session. A  chat server 
such as A L IA 's , for exam ple, has around six 
identified chat rooms w h ich  a llo w  chat users 
to first enter a general area (or room) by typ ­
ing in a user nam e of their cho ice , and then 
a n n o u n ce  to a ll and sundry that they are 
abou t to m ove to the 'cp d ' room , or the 
'techn ic ians ' room, for example. At the point 
of announcem ent, those w ho  w ish  to fo llo w  
the protagonist (identified by the user nam e 
that appears a longside  each  of his or her 
com m ents) w ill proceed to the new  room (or 
perhaps not). Indeed, there is often little or 
no control over w h o  follows, or w hen . Som e 
chat servers, on the other hand, a llo w  private 
chat sessions to take place, in w h ich  the pro­
tagonist is a llo w ed  to select w ho  joins them  
in 'p rivate ' conversation . The purpose of the 
ind iv idua l rooms (private or o therw ise) is to 
help sort out the different threads of 'co n ve r­
sation ' that m ay take place, and to a llo w  in ­
d iv idua ls  to p ick  and choose (to a greater or 
lesser degree) w h om  they chat w ith .

But a llo w  me to return to the scenario . 
M a n y  chat sessions invo lve  a great deal of 
frantic and furious typing, replete w ith  m is­
spe llings, typo g rap h ic  m istakes, illiterate  
p rogram m er's  talk (w h y  is it that so m any 
com puter people cannot spell?), and the odd
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reference to acronym s that are m eaningless 
to those outside the inner c irc le . So m e of 
these sessions invo lve  the dreaded chat o ve r­
lap, w h ere  person 'a ' is com pos ing  a m es­
sage to person 'b ' as person 'b ' is com posing  
a response to person 'a ', and both messages 
invar iab ly  are sent at the sam e tim e, forcing  
users to untang le the thread  and p la ce  the 
com m ents back into proper context. I have  
seen new  chat users a rrive  on the scene into 
w h a t m ight appear at first g lan ce  e ither a 
ve ry  con fused  cha t en v iro n m en t or, m uch 
w orse , one that appears to h ave  the users 
being most im po lite  and not responding to 
the right question  or com m en t in the right 
order. O n  m ore than one o ccas io n , I h ave  
seen w ires get crossed so b ad ly  that abuse 
flows —  as it can under the re lative im punity 
of real-time chat, w h ich  is (generally ) not re­
corded for posterity.

S im ila r  p rob lem s can  arise w ith  e-lists, 
s ince most list servers do not record  the o r­
der in w h ich  messages should be processed, 
and som etim es a response can  be broadcast 
to a message before the message itself arrives 
in all intended rec ip ien t's  m ailboxes. H o w ­
ever, the tim e lag w ith  e-lists a llo w s  the o p ­
po rtun ity  for users to th ink before they re­
spond, and  in v a r ia b ly  most p o ten tia lly  
in flam m atory  issues lose m uch of their ex ­
citem ent by the tim e som eone has been ab le 
to form ulate a response and press the send 
key. N ot so w ith  chat! Chat not on ly  a llow s 
instant responses, but a ctive ly  encourages it. 
In flam m ato ry  remarks can be as easily  d is­
tribu ted  as if the person w as stand ing 
am ongst a group of heck le rs in a c ro w d ed  
and noisy hall. Indeed, m any see chat as be­
ing that style o f en v iro n m en t in w h ich  the 
loudest heck le r (the fastest typist?) gets c e n ­
tre-stage. It is som etim es d ifficu lt to be co n ­
tem p la tive  in chat sessions, and  often d iffi­
cu lt to be respectfu l. H o w e ve r , it pays to 
th ink  before you  type, and  it a lso  pays to 
read w hat you have typed before you send!

O n e  other thing: som e chat sessions a l­
low  other users to see w hat you  are typing, 
and  w h en  you type it. M y  a d v ic e  is to be 
ve ry  careful w hen  you com pose messages. I 
h ave  so ftw are that a llo w s  m e to see w h a t 
peo p le  type  before  they ch o o se  to send. 
There  is no th ing  m ore illu m in a tin g  than 
w a tch in g  a typist com pose a message, and 
then retrace their steps to m odify an inappro­
priate w ord  or two, and then cau tiously  hunt 
for a w ord  that is m ore suitable. This can tell 
me a good deal more than the message itself! 
Th ink  about the possib ilities here... ■
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