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Social Presence Reconsidered: Moving Beyond, Going Back, or Killing Social 

Presence 

Online education research has long employed the concept of social presence to study interactions 

in technologically-mediated spaces. Yet, a precise shared definition of social presence does not 

exist. There is a lack of clarity around this term and conflation with other phenomena.  As 

researchers and practitioners striving for clarity, do we need such a heavily burdened and deeply 

ambiguous term? To support the development of clarity and provide a way forward with current 

conversations about social presence, this article traces how the concept of social presence has 

been developed and appropriated in the online and distance education literature. We do not 

simply focus on the historical trajectory of the concept but discuss how it is utilized to address the 

growing complexities of social interactions in parallel to the increasing affordances of new 

technologies. Our aim is to illustrate that social presence is over extended and widely stretched to 

correspond with the possibilities of socialization and that it has long lost its depth and breadth, 

and thus, its analytical strength. We argue that we should focus more on the relative salience of 

interpersonal relationships if we are to understand the relational aspects of being online. 

 

Keywords: social presence, online education, online communication, computer-mediated 

communication, being online 

 

Introduction 

"Social Presence" is a vernacular concept in the field of online education, utilized to cover a wide 

range of social phenomena in online spaces. What it is, what it does, how it is perceived, and its 

effects have been debated – and often used interchangeably – for the past six decades (Oztok & 

Brett, 2011). Indeed, “it is often hard to distinguish between whether someone is talking about 
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social interaction, immediacy, intimacy, emotion, and/or connectedness when they talk about 

social presence” (Lowenthal, 2010, p. 125). However, conceptualizing all forms of beings, all 

types of affinities, all range of emotions and/or feelings, and all degrees of connectedness under 

the umbrella of social presence jeopardizes its analytic rigor: it explains nothing at all. Inflating 

its analytical capacity inevitably decreases its theoretical and practical value. 

Is it now time to ‘kill’ social presence; to do away with the term and find a term or terms 

which provide the necessary vocabulary for a rigorous study of the phenomena in question and 

inform online education practice in a more definitive way? This conceptual article argues the 

radical position that social presence has been repeatedly appropriated and stretched beyond its 

limit, and thus it has lost its meaning. A more rigorous treatment of the social phenomena 

currently described under the umbrella of social presence is needed in order to understand the 

complexities of technology-mediated social processes. 

 

Social Presence 

Social presence was defined by media studies scholars to examine people’s attitudes toward 

different communication media. The zeitgeist was that of McLuhanism and the underlying 

argument was that of the medium itself: a medium capable of conveying social cues promotes 

communication – an idea later described as ‘media richness’. To define the richness of a 

medium, Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) coined the concept: 

We believe, however, that the degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and 

the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships is an important hypothetical 

construct that can usefully be applied more generally. We shall term this quality ‘social 

presence’. … We regard social presence as being a quality of the communications 

medium [emphasis added]. Although we would expect it to affect the way individuals 
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perceive their discussions, and their relationships to the persons with whom they are 

communicating, it is important to emphasize that we are defining social presence as a 

quality of the medium itself. (p. 65) 

Putting too much emphasis on the capacity of the communication medium (perhaps because the 

medium is the message1 was the zeitgeist), Short et al. (1976) suggested what it means to be with 

others is a critical attribute of a medium. However, it is not clear from their definition whether it 

is the characteristics of the media that determine communication differences or whether users' 

perceptions of media alter their behavior (Walther, 1992). We argue that this lack of clarity 

caused two misconceptions: (1) social presence, as a socio-psychological perception, is mistaken 

for a capacity of media, and (2) social presence, as a concept, is mistaken as the effects it has 

upon the social fabric of mediated spaces. This confusion prevails. 

Online education research regards social presence as the degree to which individuals 

represent themselves (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999) and perceive others in 

mediated spaces (Biocca, Harms, & Burgoon, 2003). In order to characterize how the concept 

reflects the aforementioned confusions, we borrow the argument that online education scholars 

appropriated social presence through three eras over time (Oztok & Brett, 2011): (1) A research 

era that conceptualized social presence as a property of a medium (e.g., Mason, 1994; McLeod, 

Baron, Marti, & Yoon, 1997); (2) A research era that conceptualized social presence as the 

behaviors and/or attitudes of the individuals (e.g., Gunawardena, 1995; Tu & McIsaac, 2002); 

and (3) A research era that conceptualized social presence as a facilitating element (e.g., 

Picciano, 2002; Rogers & Lea, 2005). It is important to note that we do not assume these eras are 

successive in their own terms, neither do we regard them clearly distinct from each other. We 

                                              
1 “The medium is the message” is a phrase coined by Marshall McLuhan (see, McLuhan, 1964), meaning that the 

type of a communication medium creates a symbiotic relationship by which the medium influences how the message 

is perceived. 
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accept these eras as illustrating how social presence is over extended and widely stretched to 

correspond with the possibilities of technology-mediated socialization. In each of these eras, 

researchers either focused on communicative actions impinging on the social presence or the 

effects of social presence on teaching/learning, leaving the core concept rather under addressed: 

being with others in an online space. 

We argue that the original definition should be re-asserted. We should focus more on the 

relative salience of interpersonal relationships if we are to understand the relational aspects of 

being online. For example, as articulated by Walther (1992), Tu and McIsaac (2002), Kehrwald 

(2008), social presence, as an antecedent of interpersonal interaction, is a critical feature of 

learning processes which are premised upon the modification of ideas that results from 

interpersonal communication. In this transactional (Shin, 2010), interactivist (Bickhard, 1992) or 

relational (Lave & Wenger, 1991) view of learning, meaning is made not only in the context of 

communicative exchanges, but in the context of the relations between them (Oztok, 2016). 

Further, we argue that to fully understand relational aspects of being online, we must agree upon 

a clear definition of social presence by distinguishing it from related phenomena, as well as from 

its effects and its use. In order to do so, researchers should avoid interchangeably using social 

presence to describe both what social presence is and what social presence does, including 

supporting the operation of social-relational mechanisms such as trust or respect, social 

processes such as collaborative learning or social phenomena that influence user behaviors in 

online environments. Such an amalgam of what social presence is and what it does devaluates its 

meaning to the extent that an analytical work cannot be performed: Complex social life in online 

spaces is left undifferentiated, and thus unexplained.  
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Applications of Social Presence 

As the concept of social presence has been applied or redefined to address the growing 

complexities of social interactions in parallel to the increasing affordances of new technologies, 

researchers took a step away from its original purpose. Time and again, the differences between 

what social presence is and what it does have been blurred. The following four applications of 

the term social presence in the literature of online education exemplify the resulting lack of 

clarity in understanding social presence. 

1. Social presence as the ultimate social fabric 

Influenced by McLuhanism, a key idea of this research approach is that the sense of social 

presence creates and supports ongoing interaction in online spaces (e.g., Hiltz & Turoff, 1993; 

McComb, 1994; Riva, 2002). Although the connection with the McLuhanism became subtle, 

research concerning the Community of Inquiry2 appropriated this approach and regarded social 

presence as the ultimate factor for deep and meaningful social interactions in online spaces (see 

Garrison et al., 1999). However, this seems to have been extrapolated beyond support to suggest 

that social presence is responsible for all interpersonal engagements or knowledge sharing in 

technology-mediated spaces. We argue that social presence is necessary but not sufficient. 

Further, social presence and knowledge sharing or engagements are related but different 

phenomena; thus, it is not clear why social presence is needed to explain knowledge sharing or 

social engagements.  

2. Social presence as a category of identity (self-performance / self-narrative) 

Some researchers regarded social presence as projection of identities in online spaces (Tu & 

McIsaac, 2002) (also, see research concerning social presence using the Community of Inquiry 

                                              
2 Due to space limitations, we cannot provide a full account on the Community of Inquiry framework here. For more 

information, please see (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 1999; Rourke et al., 1999). 
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framework), arguing that when students participate in activities, they project their own identities 

into cyberspace, and, conversely “feel the presence of others online” (Gunawardena & Zittle, 

1997, p. 11). We acknowledge that social presence, by and large, is related with enactments of 

self; yet, it is important here not to conflate social presence and the communicative cues with the 

concept of identity itself. The concept of identity in online spaces had been discussed widely, but 

it is important to maintain a clear distinction between social presence, which is focused on a 

subjective experience in technology-mediated situations, and identity, which is variously defined 

in sociology, psychology and other disciplines in ways that are not superseded by descriptions of 

social presence provided by scholars of online education.  

3. Social presence as a collective phenomenon (sense of community / sense of connectedness) 

Researchers regarded social presence as “a measure of the feeling of community that a learner 

experiences in an online environment” (Tu & McIsaac, 2002, p. 131), arguing that social 

presence is “the degree to which participants in computer-mediated communication feel 

affectively connected one to another” (Swan & Shih, 2005, p. 115). In Short et al’s (1976) 

original definition, there was no focus on the collective, merely on the fact that an ‘other’ (or 

others) were perceived as ‘real’ (as salient social actors) and ‘there’ in the technology mediated 

situation.  This is potentially a case where the effects of social presence (i.e. what it does) are 

being conflated with what social presence ‘is’.  Specifically, social presence creates the 

possibility of social interaction and social processes owing to the presence of a socially salient 

other (in spite of a lack of physical presence), but those possibilities are distinct from what it is, 

i.e., the experience of another as both ‘real’ and ‘there’ (see Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2014). It is 

important to acknowledge the role of social presence in as an antecedent to technology mediated 

social processes and the role it may have in reducing the social and psychological distance 

experienced by individuals who are engaged in technology-mediate social activity, but it is 
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important to maintain clarity about the point that not all of the social phenomena that individuals 

experience in technology mediated situations are ‘social presence’, per se. 

4. Social presence as the capacity of communication medium 

Researchers have argued that social presence produces the experience of seemingly accurate 

representations of objects, events, and people: a mediated experience that looks, sounds, and 

feels like truly natural and real; one that seems very much like it is not mediated (Lombard & 

Ditton, 2006). Nevertheless, the original definition clearly suggests some level of psychological 

involvement by referring to “the degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and the 

consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships” (Short et al., 1976, p. 65). The distinction 

here is about the influence of media on social presence. We argue that being perceived as a 

quality of media, social presence, as a psychological phenomenon, is influenced by, but not 

dependent upon media characteristics. Social presence research on user experiences clearly 

demonstrates that individuals experience instances of both ‘high’ and ‘low’ degrees of social 

presence in so-called ‘rich’ and ‘lean’ media and that those experiences are influenced by others’ 

projection of presence as well as the subjects’ ability to perceive and interpret social presence 

cues.  

We do not argue that social presence research is uninteresting or incomprehensive. 

Rather, the suggestion that the aforementioned phenomena are social presence is confusing. In 

some cases, such as identity, intimacy, and connectedness, there is an established nomenclature 

from disciplines such as sociology and psychology which describes the same phenomena in non-

technologically-mediated contexts. We argue that it is theoretically inadequate and practically 

unproductive to stretch the meaning of social presence to explain a phenomenon that has already 

been well explored in other fields.  
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Discussion 

Do we need a heavily burdened and deeply ambiguous term? No, we do not! To be clear, we 

argue the concept of social presence is necessary. However, it needs to be more rigorously 

defined and differentiated from other concepts or phenomena. For us, social presence should 

mean only one thing, and the effects or applications of it should be studied using more 

appropriate and productive terms. 

Social presence is a concept that is essential to the consideration of technology-mediated 

social processes; without it, some of these processes cannot be analyzed and understood. Yet, the 

question remains: What exactly is social presence? Further to that, how can research document 

its effects and applications without a clear definition of social presence? Surely, developing “a 

systematic theory will in turn enable development of appropriate measures of social presence” 

(Biocca et al., 2003, p. 457). Thus, we want this manuscript to be an open call for scholars to 

challenge the existing notions that blurs the theoretical and practical use of the concept. 

Here, we try to do our bit by reconsidering the rather understudied idea in Short et al.’s 

(1976) original definition: the relative salience of others. We define social presence as the 

subjective feeling of being with other salient social actors in a technologically-mediated space. It 

is the sense of ‘being there, together’ when ‘being there’ does not involve a physical presence. 

This definition is predicated on the sense that there is an ‘other’ (or others) in the technology-

mediated space and that the others are potentially viable partners for social interaction. We 

believe this definition is fruitful because it underscores the inter-subjective nature of social 

presence: It is constructed dialogically and is a combination of the self and others (Kehrwald, 

2010; Oztok, 2013). 
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Conclusion 

Online education has long employed the concept of social presence to study communicative 

actions in technologically-mediated spaces. Yet, what social presence is unclear. The 

appropriation of the term ‘social presence’ and its application to a variety of technology-

mediated communicative situation, most notably the Community of Inquiry framework (Garrison 

et al., 1999), have done a disservice to efforts to understanding social presence. It may be now 

time to kill the social presence we created for the sake of the conceptual clarity required for 

social analysis. 

However, we do not want to kill the concept of social presence yet. This action would not 

only render the research obsolete and leave us without a vocabulary to explain social phenomena 

in technology-mediated spaces but also would be unfair to the concept of social presence. Thus, 

we are left with three choices. First, as scholars of online education, we can return to the original 

definition and be loyal to its socio-psychological limits and vigilant about the uses and limits of 

that definition. If we go back to the original definition of what social presence is, we can 

differentiate it from what it does and more rigorously explore the role it plays in teaching and 

learning activities in online spaces. This will give us a stronger arsenal to better conceptualize 

the dynamic nature of the relative salience of others. Second, we can come up with new 

terminology to better describe the complex social phenomena that are evident in technology-

mediated social systems. New terminology can thoroughly capture the current applications and 

trends in theory and practice of online education and thus provide opportunities to better connect 

theory with practice. Third, we can continue to produce accounts to be recycled since they 

cannot address the complexities of being online. 

 



SOCIAL PRESENCE RECONSIDERED: MOVING BEYOND, GOING BACK, OR 

KILLING SOCIAL PRESENCE 

11 

This article is unfortunately too short to discuss these three options in detail; however, 

our aim is to steer away the online education research from heading to the third option. We 

advocate an agenda which (1) acknowledges the first option, with a focus on the presence of 

other salient social actors in mediated situations and (2) seeks to clarify and extend our 

understanding of social presence by not only promoting shared understandings of what it is, and 

what it does to facilitate and support technology-mediated social activity. We hope this article 

will spark a long needed discussion about social presence and being online. 
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