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Summary

This paper shows that cyberspace has both positive and negative aspects from a
psychological point of view. The positive aspects are, temporal flexibility, no
limitation of space, the speed of exchanging information, social multiplicity,
textual communication, recording ability, entertainment, the empowerment of
human potential, equality, and the diminution of the so-called “halo effect”.
Whereas, the negative aspects are, misinterpretations caused by a lack of sen-
sual integration, the filtering or absorbing of information, frustration caused by
technical difficulties, the redefining of identity, “cyberstalking”, behavioural
disinhibition, and “cyber addiction”. Some aspects can be both positive and
negative such as, anonymity, distance learning and online psychosocial-glob-
alization.

Key words: cyberspace, self-disclosure, anonymity, asynchronous, synchro-
nous communication, network brainframe, Internet addiction

1. Introduction

In its current usage, the term “cyberspace” is a global network of interdependent
information technology infrastructure, telecommunications networks and com-
puter-processed systems. Cyberspace represents “computer-based” channels,
“computer networks,” and “virtual reality”. The term has become a conven-
tional name to describe anything associated with the Internet. This is how the
term is understood in this paper. Through this electronic media individuals can
communicate, work, create artistic media, read journals, educate themselves,
play games, take part in conferences, exchange ideas, etc. In psychology cyber-
space is also labelled as the “network of minds”. In cyberspace we are able to
exchange and share our ideas with others to develop them. In other words, our
minds communicate and share ideas with each other. In the “network of reality”
there is a dialogical development of meaning. Suler (2007) argues that, “As
people view an e-mail, web page or instant message written by an online com-
panion, some people truly feel that their minds are connected to or even blended
with the minds of the others”.
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In the “network of minds” there is an interaction between minds. According to
Barak (2008), “cognition in cyberspace is something that happens “between”
rather than “inside” subjects and it is a coordinated activity.”

Most importantly, the cybernetic brainframe has turned into an “information
producer”, whilst the individual brainframe has morphed into an “inter-brain-
frame”.

Therefore, the aim of this paper is to describe both the positive and negative as-
pects that cyberspace (or the so-called network of minds) has brought into our
society from a psychological perspective. It must be stressed that the following
aspects discussed below are only one part of a much greater range of issues in
this dynamic field.

2. Positive aspects of cyberspace

Clearly the positive aspects of cyberspace are temporal flexibility, no limitation
of space, social multiplicity, textual communication, recording ability, the speed
of information exchange, entertainment, the unlimited amount of information
provided, the empowerment of human potential, equality, and the diminution of
the so-called “halo effect”.

2.1.Temporal flexibility

In cyberspace time is flexible: communication in cyberspace can be synchro-
nous through chat rooms, in metaworlds where graphical personas or people
appear inside a movie set as avatars, or in asynchronous form through the use of
e-mails and discussion forums. Asynchronous communication does not require
people to interact with each other at the same time. In both asynchronous and
synchronous forms of communication (with the exception of video conferencing
and Internet-based calls), time is stretched. In an online chat, people have any-
thing from several seconds to a minute or more to reply to another person — this
being a significantly longer delay when compared to face-to-face meetings. In
e-mails, blogs, and newsgroups, people have hours, days, or even weeks to re-
spond. This gives people time to think about what they want to say and com-
pose their replies in exactly the way they want. This distant communication en-
ables some people to be more expressive, organized, and creative in writing
messages.

2.2. No limitation of space
Geographical distance does not exist in cyberspace as computer networks ena-
ble people to interact with each other no matter where they are.

2.3. Social multiplicity

Dealing with the relative ease that a person can communicate with hundreds,
perhaps even thousands of people. For instance, by posting a message on a blog,
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discussion board, or social networking site, which is read by countless numbers
of other users, people are connected with other people in an instant.

2.4. Textual communication

Despite the lower sensory quality of text communication, written forms of in-
teraction should not be underestimated as a powerful means of self- expression
and interpersonal communication. E-mails, online chats, instant messaging,
SMS’, and blog’s continue to be the most common forms of social interaction.
Typing one’s thoughts and reading those of another person is a unique way to
present a personal identity, perceive the identity of the other online counterpart,
and establish a relationship. Some people feel that they can express themselves
better in writing.

2.5. Recording ability

A clear and practical advantage of any typed form of communication is that text
can always be saved (on disks, tapes), printed or stored as a standard file, which
is not possible in reality where people almost always have to rely on their
memory.

Thanks to this recording ability, people in cyberspace can experience and re-
evaluate any part of their communication they wish over and over. They can
also use quoted text as feedback to others.

2.6. Speed of exchanging information

In cyberspace there is also the ease and speed with which messages are trans-
mitted across huge distances. People can send and receive messages in a very
short time. This is very important, especially in business, where people have to
communicate quickly with each other as much as possible.

2.7. Entertainment

The Internet offers entertainment to people in the form of movies, video games,
music, online books, magazines, and online chatting. The Internet has therefore
become a source of entertainment for millions of people around the world be-
cause it offers many cheap and easily accessible forms of entertainment.'

2.8. Unlimited amount of information provided

Cyberspace has seen people’s ability to better inform themselves improve dramatically,
if they should desire. Through a large number of online newspapers, magazines,
books and bulletin boards people can find any information they want in unlim-
ited amounts.

! Entertainment can sometimes have negative aspects, e.g. video games can encourage violence
aggression, and fear.
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2.9. Empowerment

The Internet also leads to “empowerment”, because there are powerful effects
from its usage on the way individuals think. We can say empowerment when re-
ferring to the full development of human potential, which means freedom from
biases, compulsions, hostility, self-doubt, lack of understanding, and an unre-
flective acceptance of ideologies. The Internet allows individuals to build on
their own expertise and ideas. Thus, helping develop creativity and personal
identity.

2.10. Equality

The Internet does not discriminate against or marginalize people by gender,
class, or ethnicity. It gives people the opportunity to show their own ideas, if
they choose too, by creating their own sites on the World Wide Web. Anybody
can publish their opinions, needs, interests, and aspirations on the Internet.

2.11. Diminution of the “halo effect”

In cyberspace people cannot judge the personality of another person by his or
her physical appearance. This electronic platform distracts us from the effects of
any face-to-face interaction, because the perception of one trait (i.e. the appear-
ance or characteristic of a person or object) is not influenced by the perception
of another trait (or several traits) of the person or object in question.

3. Negative aspects of cyberspace

Apart from the obvious positive aspects in the online world, there are several
negative aspects that need to be mentioned such as a lack of sensual integration,
an absorption of information without filtration, any frustration caused by tech-
nical difficulties, the redefining of identities, cyberstalking, behavioral disinhi-
bition, feeling that happiness belongs to others, cyber-addiction, etc.

3.1. Lack of sensual integration

Through text-based types of communication the lack of audio-visual sensors
such as a change in the tone of our voice, facial expressions, or body language
can cause misinterpretations. For instance, tactile stimulation, as well as gusta-
tive and olfactive feelings do not exist online.> However, cyberspace also allows
for various combinations of text, audio, and visual-based communication forms.
With so many combinations available, people can hear but not see each other,
read texts from each other and see each other but not hear each other, or they
can see and hear each other but not bother each other with a written form of
communication. In some cases written communication can cause misunder-

2 In cyberspace sensory integration is missing-we see, we hear, but we don’t touch, smell or taste.
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standings and conflicts.” However, in today’s multimedia chat environment,
misunderstandings and conflicts are lowered because it gives us the opportunity
to use an audio-visual form of communication as well. Through the use of vari-
ous software programs and applications, our voice can be examined more care-
fully for subtle emotions and meanings that allow people to review their com-
munication between each other.

3.2. Absorbing information without filtering it

Put simply, not all information on the Internet is good, true, valid, or has qual-
ity. Individuals can become mere consumers or absorbers of any electronic data
flowing through the Internet. These networks lead individuals to expect that
they can find a tool that can quickly solve any problem. People impatiently look
for technological solutions rather than taking the time to reflect on issues, pon-
der alternative solutions, and critically analyze problems. Therefore, it is vitally
important to filter information and analyze it critically, rather than absorb it pas-
sively.

3.3. Frustration caused by technical difficulties

Electronic media is not immune to problems with student-technology interac-
tions, such as any frustrations caused via technical and connection difficulties,
and shutdowns. A student’s progress during a course, at university for example,
can come to a halt due to frustrations with technology. As Wilken (2004) opines
“it seems that students become paralyzed until the technical issue is resolved.
Students feel abandoned or in some way locked out when they become discon-
nected from the course due to technical difficulties”.

3.4. Redefining identity

Another thing that can occur in cyberspace is a “redefinition of identity.” One
thing that is particularly troublesome with the formation of identity is the way
that young people are being shaped by the Internet. The entertainment and in-
formation options that these technologies enable, such as Internet support, en-
hance, and increasingly define their identities. The Internet can also distort
ideas, and manipulate receivers, especially among the youth of today that has a
tendency to accept radical ideologies without any critical thinking.

3 Lacking audio-visual effects, an e-mail message, blog, or newsgroup post can be ambiguous.
When people read a typed message, there is a strong tendency to project -sometimes
unconsciously - their own expectations, wishes, anxieties, and fears into what the other person
wrote. Psychoanalytic thinkers call this “transference.” Distorting the other person’s intended
meaning can lead to misunderstandings and conflicts.
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3.5. Feeling that happiness belongs to others

Social networking sites (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, etc.) can cause sadness and
loneliness. Looking at the “happy” photos of others can lead to some people
convincing themselves that other people lead a perfect life and, in turn, they
overestimate other people’s happiness. Therefore, social networking sites can
lead to frustration, sadness and loneliness, as well as the feeling of being a
“loser”.

3.6. Cyberstalking

Online harassment and cyberstalking are quite common on the Internet. “Cyber-
stalkers” can target their victims through several means, including, chat rooms,
message boards, discussion forums, and e-mail. Cyberstalking can be occur in a
variety of ways, such as sending threatening or obscene e-mails, spamming (in
which a stalker sends the victim a multitude of junk e-mail), live online chat
harassment or flaming (online verbal abuse), leaving abusive or offensive mes-
sages on message boards or guest books, sending electronic viruses or unsolic-
ited e-mail and so on.

3.7. Behavioral disinhibition

It is quite well known that people in cyberspace engage in behavior they would
normally deem inappropriate in the real world, due to the fact that they feel
more unrestrained. The Internet encourages non-conform, sometimes aggres-
sive, and even unrestrained behavior. The most general cause of problematic
behavior is when Internet usage is related to the so-called phenomenon of “be-
havioral disinhibition.” In face-to-face forms of communication, individuals are
constrained by the existing social rules that govern interpersonal interaction,
immediate negative feedback, and any visible consequences of their inappropri-
ate behavior. Moreover, they are constrained by the social sanctions that would
follow after conducting such behavior. In the e-based, and by definition anony-
mous world, users are often unaware of their identities and personalities and
thus can easily ignore the negative consequences of their risky or otherwise un-
acceptable behavior. This contributes to the expression of anger or aggression
and inappropriate self-disclosure.

3.8. Cyber-addiction

Davis (2001) distinguishes between two types of Internet addictions that he di-
vides into specific and general. Specific addictions are an overuse or abuse of
any content-specific functions on the Internet (e.g. gambling, stock trading). A
general addiction is a multidimensional overuse of the Internet that can result in
negative personal and professional problems. A person with a general addiction
is drawn to the experience of being online and demonstrates a preference for
virtual, rather than face-to-face, interpersonal communication.
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For example, the popularity of the social networking site Facebook has led to
some serious addiction problems. In psychological literature a term “Facebook
addiction” has already been coined. The main issue is that people do not notice
the terribly high amount of time and energy that they spend on Facebook. More
and more links on web pages invite “sharing” and other types of Facebook-re-
lated activities. On the one hand, people use Facebook activities that one could
call creative, self-revealing or social, but on the other hand, they could also eas-
ily become addicted to it. “Facebook Addiction Disorder” (FAD) is a situation
where using Facebook becomes a compulsion and sees people spend all their
time logged on to the social networking site whilst ignoring their real social life
(friends, family, work.)

4. Psychosocial globalization, e-education and anomymity as positive
or negative aspects?

4.1. Online psychosocial globalization

Cyberspace develops web-relationships. Through this new medium individuals
can exchange information and find or form groups that share similar interests.
Cyberspace is a “global village or virtual community” (Poole 1997, Wresch
1997). Through social networking sites and virtual worlds (e.g. Second Life,
World of Warcraft) people with common interests can share information, work
together, tell stories and jokes, discuss politics, help each other, or play games.
In cyberspace people also communicate one-to-one and create online groups
(e.g. interest and hobby groups, self-help groups, special interest consumer
groups). All members of cyberspace have the opportunity to be involved in a
society, to which they belong. This is valuable for those who hardly ever com-
municate with others in the real world, such as seniors whose work and social
circles may have become narrowed, shy and timid people, and people who have
trouble finding people with similar interests.

Nonetheless, online globalization can also have some negative effects. Cyber-
space is exclusively accessible only to those who have the possibility of com-
municating through e-based media. However, in reality there are still a lot of
people with no access to the Internet that are not trained in e-technologies and
have no computer skills. On the one hand, there is a global online community,
whilst on the other hand, there are those who are disconnected from the Internet
world. In this respect, the e-world can also lead to a broadening of existing so-
cial inequality.

4.2. Online education

Thurlow and Lengel label a person who learns via computers a “cyber student”
(2004:2). The Internet helps cyberstudents gain new skills. Via online books,
videoconferences, and discussion forums, individuals can learn about new
fields, methods, and acquire new skills. Motivation for e-learning seems to be
much stronger than offline learning because of the way of teaching, such as
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multimedia platforms, quizzes, games, an easy way to find knowledge sources
online, synchronous chatting, discussion forums, asynchronous messages, and
e-mail attachments. Individuals can help and support each other through inter-
actions with each other and with their teachers by sharing knowledge and in-
formation. In addition, they can also interact with each other through social me-
dia platforms such as Facebook, Youtube, virtual social worlds (e.g. Second
Life), and virtual game worlds (e.g. World of Warcraft), where people can com-
bine entertainment with education.

In contrast, online education can also have some negative aspects, for example,
less liveliness. Classroom discussions can be very stimulating and sometimes
much more effective than learning over the Internet. Real-time discussions al-
low for an instant two-way teacher-cyberstudent interaction and provide the
richness of interpersonal interactions so often missing in distance education
classes.

4.3. Anonymity

The Internet allows people to conceal their real identity and personal infor-
mation under false names and identify details which encourage people to ex-
press themselves more freely and sincerely than they would in a face-to-face
interaction (the so-called “online disinhibition effect). This is because of the
fact that they cannot be seen nor heard, which in turn allows people to poten-
tially open up and say things that they normally would not say in the “real
world”. Thanks to anonymity, self-disclosure and intimacy can be accelerated
because people can sometimes disclose more personal, intimate, and sensitive
information in the virtual world. In an e-based environment people are more
likely to make deeper disclosures about themselves than in reality. Being anon-
ymous in cyberspace is also helpful to those who live in countries where free-
dom of speech and access to the press are not guaranteed. It creates an open fo-
rum to inform others without any danger to themselves.

Anonymity has negative sides too. The physical distance between web partici-
pants leads to disinhibited behaviour, because in cyberspace a person can create
many identities. Strangers can meet, exchange some right or wrong information
and more or less shift their personality so to speak. For instance, a man creates a
female identity, or a high school student claims to be an engineer. Internet users
are not accountable for what they say, and therefore, positive personal relation-
ships on the Internet are also rare and infrequent.

Conclusion

This article discusses both the positive and negative sides of the Internet world,
called cyberspace. Cyberspace allows us to freely choose between synchronous
and asynchronous alternative communication, enables us to communicate with
thousands of people without the limitations of time and space, present our iden-
tity in a written form, record communication, watch movies, play games, listen
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to music, read books and magazines, chat, and it empowers our identity to be
equal with others. On the other hand, in cyberspace we absorb a lot of infor-
mation without filtering it and often experience technical difficulties that can
cause frustration. We are sometimes manipulated by others on the Internet, or
feel that happiness belongs to others. Another dangerous aspect can be e-base
stalking by other e-users, called cyberstalking. The anonymity that the virtual
world offers can lead us to communicate with dangerous people without being
aware of it. Internet users are also globalized in a psychosocial network that
leaves those with no access to the Internet disadvantaged and socially crippled.
To conclude, cyberspace has become an important part of our everyday life that
has both positive and negative aspects that we need to be aware of. Can we ever
create a cyberspace world that would function with the lowest possible amount
of negative aspects? It is up to all of us to build a new improved future cyber-
space where the positive aspects will outweigh the negative ones.
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