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The Blind Chat Community:  A Happy Corner of Cyberspace
Background

My interest in communities of visually impaired individuals derives from my current research on technologies for disabled people.  Recently, I had a wonderful and engaging conversation with a lady who is legally blind and becoming deaf.  She reminded me that there are certain minorities of people who are essentially left behind every time a new technology enters the world.  Despite the set backs, many disabled users have found their way into new technologies particularly the internet.  People of disability have discovered the most powerful aspect of the internet - the ability to communicate and form community [1].  This paper examines a thriving community for blind and non-blind people and looks into the successful and unsuccessful features of the community.
Community Found

The Blind Chat Community (BCC) is part of a larger service provided by OnlineGroups [2].   I have changed the name of the group and the members I interviewed in order to preserve anonymity.   MSN Groups, YahooGroups.com, Topica.com and SmartGroups.com are all similar examples of web sites that give people a convenient way to connect with others who have similar interests.  The service provided by OnlineGroups is entirely free, although not free from advertising.  Anyone who has an email address can sign up and then participate in thousands of groups or start their own group.  On OnlineGroups, there are approximately 188 blindness related groups [3].  Some of those groups have hundreds of members, although most people subscribe to more than one group at a time.  
Before I get into the details of BCC, let me straighten out any misperceptions about the nature of this community.  Although, BCC is one of the more popular news groups / email lists / online journals for blind people, but it is not a support group.  It turns out that the people who participate in this group are completely normal people and most of them just happen to be blind.  Although the name of the group may imply a certain topic of conversation, there is no rule that people have to be blind and most of the conversation on the list is not about blindness related issues.
The name of the group is important because that’s how people find the community.  New members to OnlineGroups look for a group by searching through categories or by entering keywords into a search field on the OnlineGroups home page.  People who find BCC know that many of the other members are blind, but upon entry to the group, they realize that this group simply talks about anything on their minds.  The community is full of warm, friendly, humorous, and interesting people and if the group wasn’t called Blind Chat Community I wouldn’t guess this was a blindness related chat.  

Getting Started
Like most others who are just getting started I stumbled upon BCC by entering the right keyword combination in the OnlineGroups search.  I had found several groups on OnlineGroups and related sites that I thought could be interesting, but the BCC seemed extra friendly somehow.  The complete history of BCC is available from its inception three years back and it entails endless jokes, recipes, stories about childhood toys, teachers who have made a difference, and the basic day to day chit chat.  
I decided to make the jump from visitor to member so I could do more than just read what everyone was saying.  When new members join BCC an automatic post is generated stating the new member’s name to the rest of the group.   I didn’t want to simply eavesdrop on the group so I posted a hello message which introduced me and why I was there.  This was intimidating.  Would people be offended by an outsider doing research?  How many other marketers or educators have targeted this group to learn more about blind people?  
To my surprise, I was not kicked out or told to not to ask questions.  To the contrary, I got many welcoming responses to my post and even some personal emails from experienced members.   From here, things evolved naturally.  The message board became a place for me to hear the community as a whole and email allowed me to know members on a more personal level.  
One of the first things I learned about BCC and other blindness related lists is the method that visually impaired people use to interact with the group.  Most members use screen readers like JAWS [4], which rapidly reads the contents of the computer screen at speeds around 400 words per minute.  To the untrained ear, this sounds like a high-pitched, super fast auctioneer.  Most members rarely visit the group on the OnlineGroups website but rather deliver all the new messages directly to their inbox.  Consequently, the extra functionality on the website such as live chat, file posting, online polls, and the calendar of events are rarely, if ever, utilized.
Another early discovery I made is a feature that takes advantage of the screen reader technology.  The members have discovered that certain patterns of letters will create really strange sounds on the other end.  For example, “hehehehehe” sounds like a giddy laugh and “grrrrrrrrrr” sounds like an angry bear growl.  This is a great illustration of what Suler calls communicative subtlety in human expression [5].  Since the mode of communication is limited, these so called ‘SoundScapes’ are one way of creatively expressing ideas and feelings across to their online friends.  
Cast of characters
After spending about ten hours participating in the community list, I set up interviews through email with four regular members who I will introduce now under pseudonyms so I can reference their comments throughout the rest of the discussion.   Each interview was about 45 minutes long.

Tony – group owner, community leader, elder.  Tony is the founder and official leader of the community, although you won’t find him hanging around as much as he used to.  He has a wife and two kids and plays music as a hobby.  He actually has a website with midi files of his arrangements and performances on a keyboard.  Other members have a great deal of respect for Tony because of his commitment to creating a family atmosphere.

Vickie – goofball, tee-shirt vendor.  Vickie is a self-described class clown.  She shares her tongue in cheek humor by participating in over 60 online groups and through her own internet tee-shirt business.  Since BCC does not have any specific interests and the people are really nice, it has become one of Vickie’s favorite groups.
Susan – “teacher at large”.  Susan is the one person I interviewed who is not blind.  However, she has been working and living with visually impaired people for over 30 years.  She teaches at a special school for the blind so her involvement in BCC and other groups is partly professional.   Susan was also married to a blind man who unfortunately passed away last year.   Her friends in the online community were extremely supportive during that time.  
Maria – “the happy, fulfilled, magnificent Cyberslut whose heart, soul, and love belong only to Tom.”  Aside from her creative email signatures and good humored chain pulling, she has one of the most interesting experiences online.  She was reunited with her high school sweetheart Tom who is also blind after seeing his name on one of the groups.  They are now living together after 25 years of being out of touch.
All of the interviews were interesting and fun, and I learned a lot about BCC and about what it’s like to be blind.  I found that online communities are a great thing for people who are confined due to social and physical constraints.  
Successful community?

The initial analysis of the Blind Chat Community indicates that it’s successful and will continue to grow.  I will justify this by evaluating the community in detail based on Amy Jo Kim’s nine timeless design principles for community building [6].   We will see that even a simple mailing list like BCC can fulfill the criteria for a successful community.
Kim’s first principle of community design is to define the purpose of the community considering the audience, mission, visual design, and backstory.  In BCC the purpose of the community is not posted on the wall or spelled out in explicit detail.  As I started talking to the experienced members of the community I realized that everyone had a similar notion of the purpose.  This conversation has come up several times in the history of the list so long-time members know what this is about.  When new people like me come around, we see it implicitly in the conversations about recipes, toys, families, and general chatting.  Rarely did the conversation of the group take on something blindness related.  According to Tony:
“When I started Blind-chit-chat it was because all the blindness related lists were just that; blindness related.  Being a totally blind person myself it occurred to me that the problem with that was blind people had far more interests in life other than just blindness…  As I scouted the internet I found groups for many other areas such as computing, music, tape recording and the like.  These all seemed to be technical in nature and aimed at the novice to intermediate levels.  Other groups were intended to act as a meeting place for blind singles.  Still other lists were focused on recipes and crafts.  It slowly dawned on me that if a person wanted to just drift around till something struck his fancy the choices were rather limited.  That's when I thought of starting another group.  This new group should have the widest focus possible within certain limits.”
In the Kerr Report [7], Elaine Kerr states that imposing too much structure early in the group's electronic life can be a mistake - a minimal amount of structure will allow the group to evolve over time.  In BCC, there is very little structure defined in the purpose and rules.  This is understood by Vickie:
“BCC is a good overall list.  New users come here first if they haven’t any specific interests.  People usually branch off once they find something interesting to them.  It’s a family atmosphere.  It differs from the more specific, technical or problem wise - like specific to dogs or certain diseases”
So the purpose of community is to have conversations that appeal to an audience of all ages and to talk about anything that people want to.  There is no visual design to consider, but Tony did offer this caveat for people who are not visually impaired:
“No screen reader can read graphics and HTML gives most email programs fits.  Popup windows and Flash are a serious pain.”  

OnlineGroups is cluttered with all sorts of flash advertisers, which does nothing for this audience except to cause headaches.  Most members get around this by forwarding all the messages to their inbox.  The advertisements attached to the email are much less obtrusive.  
The backstory of the group is available and anyone could read the archive to have a deeper understanding for the purpose of the group.  Ultimately, the purpose is disseminated by word of mouth and by hanging around the group everyday.  
The second principle for community building is to create distinct, member-extensible gathering places.  It’s difficult to talk about a place when referring to the BCC group.  Since most the communication is conducted through emails delivered to the member’s inbox, the idea of place is irrelevant because it’s a different experience for everyone.  
Some members do actually visit the OnlineGroups website where there is additional functionality beyond the discussion list.  The live chat, file posting, online voting in polls, and calendar of events provide the members the opportunity to get more out of the list.  Unfortunately these services can be very difficult to access for blind users as noted by Vickie:
“The website is a little harder.  I know about the other functionality, and I’ve tried the chat.  I’ve had no luck to get that working.  JAWS is not equipped to do that right now.  Or maybe I don’t know the right combination of commands.”  
Vickie expressed her frustration with the adoption of universally accessible technology, but overall she thinks things are getting better.  Distinct gathering places are not an aspect of BCC, but the different subgroups within OnlineGroups provide a means for divergent discourse and community factions.    Members also have the ability to extend BCC by contributing to the list, or by starting their own list.  
The third important principle for community building is to create member profiles that evolve over time.  In OnlineGroups the members do have the ability to create a profile with name, location, martial status, gender, photo, etc.   From what I’ve seen, none of the members actually use this feature which is ultimately another technology barrier.  The profile of a member is brought forth through posts to the discussion, email signatures, and personal websites.  
New members often start a profile with their introductory email to the group.  This profile evolves over time as members continue to participate and share things about themselves.  One limitation of OnlineGroups is that there is no way to filter out a complete history of posts from one member.  Knowing the other members comes from participation over time.  

We learned from Donath that identity can be established or concealed within the anatomy of an email [8].  By dissecting an individual’s email, a persona is often established.  For example Maria has a history of creative email signatures.  Her old signature was:
“Maria - the happy, fulfilled, magnificent Cyberslut whose heart, soul, and love belong only to Tom.” 

It establishes her sense of humor, her involvement with the love of her life, and her liberal view of silly pet names.  Her current signature is:
“Maria and Ginger – the wig wag”
Maria’s signature not only establishes something about her personality, it’s a catalyst for conversation.  Of course one of the first things I asked her in my interview was what is behind the wig wag.    Like Maria, many of the members of BCC sign their names along with the names of their guide dogs.  Tony, Vickie and several others have websites that they include with each post.   There you can find even more detailed information about a member’s personal interests.  The most popular style of signature differs depending on the group.
A member’s email address and pseudonym can also be telling, but in BCC it is mostly irrelevant.  Most members use their actual name in their email address and pseudonym.  The email domains are all from various internet service providers such as Earthlink and AOL.  Since members do not mask their identity, it helps foster the family environment because individual members are less likely to post disruptive messages.    
Amy Jo Kim’s fourth design principle for community is to promote effective leadership.  Within OnlineGroups there are tools to help the owner and moderators of site to be better leaders.  The manager of a group has access to a special help web site with common leadership questions [9].  The questions are primarily technical in nature, but it also gives advice on how to advertise and promote the group.  All members of the community have access to technical help on the web site, but if questions do come up they are usually handled informally within the group.  
There is no official hosting program in BCC; however, regular members do take on leadership roles by welcoming new members.  Several of the regular members sent me personal emails welcoming me to the group.   We learned from Kim that this ritual of personal outreach is a key element of building community and keeping members active [10].    
The fifth principle for designing successful communities online is to define a clear-yet-flexible code of conduct.  In Tony’s welcome message to the list and in various other posts throughout the list history, he clearly states the code of conduct:
“The blind-chat-community list covers just about anything you want to talk about as long as it's fit for public reading. Children are welcome to blind-chat-community as well. Stories, jokes, recipes, gossip, politics and just about anything else you care to chat about are acceptable. The list is not moderated so you can subscribe and unsubscribe yourself at will.”
The code of conduct is clear (must be fit for public reading of all ages).  He is taking a very loose management approach because he believes most issues will work themselves out without interference from the list owner.  Occasionally Tony steps in to remind people about the one rule:
“I've had to remind folks that this is a family list and that some of the language in the jokes is questionable.  I have tried to strive to make my list guidelines as easy to follow as possible.  Granted they are not cast in stone and latitude must be given to any particular member at any given time but the general way it goes is ‘if it's not fit for public reading, don't post it.’ I use to say ‘would you let your mother read it in church?’ but somebody came back once and said their mother gave the joke to them so that's the way it goes.”

Over time, Tony has learned to be flexible with members and keep everyone happy.  The people in BCC are great so managing the content is rarely necessary.  Tony did have to remove one member from BCC because he was bothering all the women in the group.  The guy emailed all the women in the group to say he was blind and that he wanted a girlfriend.  Tony wrote him on several occasions to explain to him that BCC was not a dating service and that he should take his behavior somewhere else.  
Tony started with a social approach as suggested by Bruckman [11] by having a one on one discussion with the problem person.  However when the women started to email complaints about this deviant, Tony was forced to place him on the ban list at OnlineGroups.  Tony exercised his right as owner and made a judgment against another member.    When it comes down to it he has the final call:

“Some don't like my policies and I tell them they are as free to depart as they were to join.  I get messages like I don't like what so and so says.  If you don't remove them I'll unsubscribe.  Hey go ahead and unsubscribe!”

As BCC owner, Tony abides by many of Rheingold’s suggestions for host behavior [12] by being patient, letting problems work themselves out, never lashing out at other members, and having fun with the community.  
The sixth principle for community design is to organize and promote cyclic events.  On the OnlineGroups website there is a calendar function on the site, but it is never used.  This might be a technology barrier, but there really aren’t any regular meetings in BCC anyway.  Sometimes special events happen that usually revolve around a member’s outside life.  For example Vickie talked about the occasional puppy shower:

“When one of the people gets a new dog they have a puppy shower.   They guess what the new dog’s name will be.  Somebody joked that I would get a 98 lb Lab named Moose to replace my dog Shaggy.  They just guess.  Somebody guessed Spudnik.  People just play.”

This kind of celebration is fairly common in BCC.  The group could benefit from Kim’s other suggestions for events such as newsletters, surveys to understand the opinions of others in the group, and contests to reinforce the community’s purpose.
The seventh important principle for community building is to provide a range of roles that couple power with responsibility.  In OnlineGroups there are essentially five roles that people play in a community and it follows closely to Kim’s Membership Life Cycle [13]:  visitor, new member, regular, moderator, and owner.  
As a visitor, the user can see what happens in the group and make a decision about whether this is the right place for them.  The visitor must formally join the group, which could entail a screening by the owner of the group, before they are allowed to post messages.  New members have the power to post messages and use standard community features.  Apparently, in BCC a lot of members join the group and then just lurk around never participating.  Regulars have no special rights, but they are often responsible for welcoming new members and keeping it live.  
Moderators have been given special privileges because they are responsible for reading over the content.  Moderators can add, edit, and delete items submitted by other members.  Owners have supreme control over the group including customizing the extent of the moderators’ power.   Owners are also the hosts, policy makers, and final judges for disputes so they bar the ultimate responsibility.  
Aside from the traditional roles of the community, several of the interviews revealed informal roles that play an important role in keeping the community tight.  Vickie describes herself as the class clown of the group.  Her sense of humor is part of her identity and other members look for that sort of entertainment.
Susan had an interesting experience in one group where there was always a lot of mud-slinging.  She had become the unofficial peacekeeper because of her ability to keep things calm.  The leader of the group recognized this and promoted her to moderator.  This promotion itself caused another fight:

“I was asked if I would take on the co-moderator role, which the other people objected to when they found out I was not blind.“   

The argument suggests that there is a certain amount of status held by the moderator.  The blind members of the community objected when someone not blind was granted the desirable and powerful position of moderator.  

The eighth principle suggested by Kim for successful community building is to facilitate member-created subgroups.   If OnlineGroups is considered as a whole, there are many subgroups available.  People can easily create their own lists.  Tony started BCC and also started another group called Buy Trade Sell, which has become very successful.  There is no table of contents for the groups for visually impaired; people just kind of go around talking until they find the right group.  
The other more popular blindness related groups on OnlineGroups include guide dog lists, blind cooking, blind gamers, blind gardening, blind parents, blind home schooling, and so on.  Each group has its own purpose, rules, and crowd of regular members.  I found out about many of the groups just by asking around.  In general people come and go between groups and often belong to many groups concurrently.   OnlineGroups could improve on their tools for finding and managing multiple groups. 
The ninth and final design principle for community building is to integrate the online environment with the real world.  Many of the members of BCC have become very close friends and some of them meet occasionally.  Tony and Susan have been on camping trips together with their families.  All the people I interviewed regularly talk to their online friends on the phone.  There are no regular or specific events for the group per say, but the bonds of friendship extend beyond the email list.  
The real world connections are often difficult due to the disparate physical locations and difficulty for travel.  BCC includes members from all over the US, Europe, Australia and South Africa.  

Other measures of success

One of the most apparent characteristics of the individuals in the community is sense of humor.  Light hearted jabs and jokes about everyday life permeate the mailing lists.  One member of BCC joked about how great it was to be blind because he didn’t have to see how ugly people are – people just appeared exactly how he wanted them to be.  

Vickie is constantly posting new jokes to the list.  Her sense of humor has helped her internet tee-shirt business which sells funny tee-shirts with blindness themes.  Her best seller is a shirt that reads:  “Too much sex causes blindness”, where the word sex is written in Braille dots.  Humor after all is one of the best antidotes.  
Perhaps another measure for success in the time spent participating in the community.   Turkle reports that some communities have members that spend up to 80 hours a week or 28 hours in 2 days [14].  Although these cases are extreme and can be considered unhealthy, the online community often benefited from lengthy participation of these diehard members.

The average time spent in BCC and other OnlineGroups by the members I interviewed was about four hours a day.  This is partly due to the convenience of socializing from the home environment, but also a factor of how important this community is to the members.  I asked Vickie what keeps her coming back to the list everyday:

“I just miss people.  I wonder what I miss.  Some of my best friends are online.”

For Susan her first reason for coming back is intellectual stimulation.  As a teacher of the blind it has helped her professionally in understanding real issues.  Susan describes a particular conversation in one group about what words should be used to refer to blind people.
“Some people believe the political correctness of ‘visually impaired’ is condescending.  Some people are angry at the word blind, because blindness is connected with emotional and intellectual blindness as well as physical blindness.  They feel that they are stereotyped as being stupid.  Others say they would rather just be called blind then to have all these euphemisms.  They don’t want to give people the right to use blindness in anyway more than the physical meaning.  I’ve been able to take these discussions to school and say this is what real people who are actually blind are saying about these issues.”  

She went on to describe all the other ways people refer to blind people.  Some of the words are only acceptable to use if the person saying it is blind.  For example, if a sighted person were to use the word ‘blink’ it’s considered derogatory, but if you are blind it’s perfectly acceptable to refer to your own people this way.

Support group or not?

As I stated earlier, BCC is not a support group, but it is tremendously supportive.  Vickie speaks to the importance of her online life:
“…if I don’t show up for a day or two someone will call and say ‘ok what’s up?’  I have some really good friends.  The evil internet is not so evil.  …when you are blinded in small town, it’s nice to know that somebody has been through the same things I have.”
She has good friends that keep tabs on her through the online community.  Her role as class clown is so important that people call her at home and ask her why she’s been gone for day or two.  Vickie’s point about finding people that have a similar experience is echoed through Maria:

“Blind people are more likely to spend time online because they have a harder time with real life relationships.  Transportation is difficult and most people have a hard time understanding the disability.  BCC is a way to connect up with people who have something in common with you.”

Tony describes the significance of online communities in terms of the emotional fulfillment:
“At 54 years old I've found long ago that everybody wants to feel needed.  There are many lonely people out there and the blind seems to have a larger number of such.”  
Despite Tony’s downbeat view of why online communities are successful for blind people he is also quick to point out many of the advantages of the electronic medium:

“My world is based on sound and yours is based on sight for the most part.  I guess that's why the blind aren't quite as interested in what somebody looks like as their sighted counter parts are.  We are more tuned into what people say.”  
Overcoming or Avoiding Stereotypes?

A common experience for visually impaired people is when non-blind people act differently around them.  There are many stereotypes about being blind as noted by Vickie:
“I’ve made people so nervous they can’t talk.  Some talk really slow to me as if I’m stupid.  Then you get the people who just yell at you.  So I just yell back!  People don’t understand.  I just laugh about it.  I can’t sit around and feel sorry for myself.”
Communication over the electronic medium is an advantage for people with disabilities because of the neutralizing effect.  There have been many cases of gender swapping and identity deception by individuals in online communities to create a desired interaction [15-18].  Many times disabled people leave out the fact that they are blind in order to be treated normal.  Susan shares her perspective:

“People without sensory disabilities don’t realize they are talking with people that have sensory disabilities.  It allows for a certain amount of anonymity.  In real life, people will look at you and judge you, and if you are not exactly what they are looking for, you won’t be accepted.  Online, people seem to take you more for how you present yourself.  I found it’s a lot easier to find acceptance on the internet, then in real life.”  
The internet allows visually impaired individuals to do more than previously ever possible.  Perhaps the internet has succeeded in creating social capital for these individuals who maybe never had a strong social scene due to lack of transportation, social norms, and prejudices.  

Conclusions

The Blind Chat Community is a great place for people, especially the visually impaired, to meet friends.  As I stated from the beginning, BCC is not a support group for people with problems.  The conversation is fresh, intelligent, and enjoyable to anyone.  The loose structure created by Tony in the beginning has allowed the community to evolve to fit the needs of the people who spend time there.  

The visually impaired community has learned how to utilize OnlineGroups to create community, but many of the services go unused largely because of technology barriers.  My suggestions for OnlineGroups would be to consider redesigning the site so that it is more accessible to visually impaired users, especially the abundance of Flash advertisements which have no value in this community.  If there must be ads, insert them in a way that will be effective for the audience.

There are other things OnlineGroups could do to improve the site.  The group management and search tools could be improved so that people can find the best group possible.  The current keyword search method just searches the title of the group and tells the user very little about the content of the discussion.  The personal profiles section needs a face lift.  This section should be fully accessible and allow the user to enter more interesting information.  One cool feature might be a place where users could record an audio message – personal mottos, hello messages, karaoke songs, etc.  Related to that idea, why not give the visually impaired users tools to create new sounds similar to the ‘SoundScapes’ mentioned earlier in the paper?  Other features such as games could be programmed into the community if the designer understood the user base.  
In the end, the strength of any community often comes down the regular members [19].   They are the people in the community that people expect to find when they come back.   What would the community be without Vickie’s jokes or Tony’s life stories?  Forget everything else about the features that make BCC successful, the number one reason is that the people here are great.  They are genuine, intelligent, funny, and open.   For me, this is what makes BCC a unique and important place for many people.   Hopefully the community will continue to exist and grow in its own happy little corner of cyberspace.  
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