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Online communication is highly interactive. Nevertheless, too often people experience 
the stress and disappointment of online silence, i.e. of sending a message, expecting a 
response, and not receiving it [1]. We herein report the results of inquiries into the nature 
of online silence: the way it is expressed, experienced and interpreted in text-based 
computer mediated communication (CMC).  

Silence has long been a topic of intensive research in traditional settings, by linguists, 
communication researchers, IS researchers, psychologists, scholars of culture and others 
[2]. Also, the last decade and a half has seen significant research into aspects of human 
behavior in CMC settings. Nevertheless, very little attention has been paid to the online 
manifestations of silence, and to the organizational, socio-cognitive and communicative 
aspects of that behavior.  

First, we describe the chronemics of online responsiveness and silence. An investigation 
of the chronemic profiles of responses (n>170,000) in various asynchronous CMC has 
revealed a recurring power-law distribution pattern [3, 4]. This highly skewed 
distribution is independent of medium, context, national origin of users, and other factors, 
and can be characterized using a single parameter of the conversation: average response 
time (RT) denoted by τ. We have consequently delineated 3 zones: 

Zone I-quick to average (RT<τ). The majority of the responses fall in this zone  

Zone II-above average (τ <RT<10τ). A minority of the responses fall in this zone 

Zone III-long silence (RT>10τ). A negligible minority of the responses fall in this zone 

Interestingly, these three zones describe not only response latencies and silences in CMC, 
but also response latencies and silences in spoken conversation. 

With the empirical definition of these three zones, we have gone ahead to investigate the 
link between them and the expectations of communicators about response time, as well as 
the results of violations of these expectations. A survey of Israeli MBA students (n=55) 
shows significant interactions predicted by the Expectancy Violations Theory [5, 6]. The 
results also show an agreement between the empirically defined zones, and the 
expectations of CMC users. 

Lastly, we report the results of a study of the reasons for online silence. In this study, 
European knowledge workers described in detail cases where they were silent online 
(n=28) and cases when they experienced online silence (n=32). Qualitative and 
quantitative analyses of the responses highlight the key reasons for online silence, the 
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nature of intentional and of unintentional silence, the central role uncertainty plays in 
online silence, and the involvement of hurt feelings in this process.  

Given the centrality of text based computer mediated communication to the field of 
Information Systems, and the fact that silence often represents the breakdown of the 
communication between the users [7], online unresponsiveness is a topic of interest to 
anyone who wishes to improve the quality of information systems. This work increases 
our understanding of this phenomenon in diverse contexts (e.g. workplace, online 
classroom, virtual marketplace) through the triangulation of results collected using 
assorted quantitative and qualitative methodologies, and several populations. It provides 
insight into the technological, psychological, organizational and communicative 
processes behind online silence, and points to several solutions to the challenges posed by 
this phenomenon. 
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