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Abstract

Genre conventions emerge across discourse communities over Sogptot the communication of ideas
and information in socially ancbgnitively compatible forms. Digital genres frequently borrow hedraly

the paper world even though the media are very different.r@séarch sought to identify the existence and
form of a truly digitalgenre. Preliminary results from a survey of user perceptions of theafatroontent of
web home pages reveal a significant correlation betwesmmonly found elements on such home pages
and user preferences agexpectations of type. Results suggest that the personal home paggidigs
evolved into a recognizable form with stable, user-prefeztemhents and thus can be considered the first
truly digital genre.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the important determinants of acceptance and use of any dotypeesthe role it plays in
supporting a discourse community. Mefayniliar document types have evolved over decades or even
centuries of usto give rise to the highly conventional forms that are instaetipgnized as being of a type
or genre. Detective stories, scientifidicles, newspapers, catalogs etc. are all forms of document that have
identifiable elements, rules of form, and content supporting fr@itiuction and consumption - the basic
determinants of a discourse gerReiffel (1999) describes how the highly stylized form of mathematics
writing serves the community of scholars in this domain well. Conformaithegenre conventions enhances
memorability of discourse (van Dijk afdntsch, 1983) and leads to greater user satisfaction (Bazerman,
1988).Researchers in the area of hypermedia and web design have noted tbaéntsion and

navigation is contingent on the user’s perception of sulels in the information space and therefore the lack
of genre conventionis the digital world is a potentially significant source of usiéficulty (Dillon and

Vaughan 1997). Typically, genres are assumed gidweforming with fuzzy boundaries, often emerging
only over generationsf producers and consumers, and proving resistant to change. Théogaree

highly tied to the behavior of its users too (e.g., Reiffabdhematicians use the digital versions for access
but tend to print theseut as traditional articles when it comes to reading; van Dijk and Kintsighthat
scientific articles represent a model of good research procaslumeich as a convention of reporting). In
the digital domain many existingaper-based conventions are adopted in the hope that such familiarity of
form will leverage user comprehension e.g., web versions of suchfpapats as newspapers and
magazines frequently adhere so closely to tiipeusers can rely on their experiences with physical
newspapers to guideteraction, to locate sections of interest and to browse the avaiiédshaation.
However, it is unlikely that merely inheriting germenventions from the paper world will support adequate
design of newnformation types that the digital world enables since such inheritesugdly fails to offer
equivalent affordance in a different mediuPerhaps more importantly, such mimicking paper tends to
underutilize thepower of the new medium to provide innovative information structurestterefore

intriguing to note how and when the first true digital gemvilsemerge i.e., information spaces that do not
have paper equivalents aich they may be modeled yet which manifest genre propert@muéntional
form, features and organization. Orlikowski and Yates (198#jted to the widespread diffusion of digital
technologies as beingsaurce of new genres in organizations, and Watters and Sheperd{i§§ast
digital broadsheets might be emerging as a genre, but we bilgke first unique digital genre has

arrived in the form of thpersonal home page.

Home pages as a digital genre

Home pages contain personalized information about people #edf-gelected and maintained.
Furthermore, home pages have no obvjmyser equivalent. As such, the personal home page might be
thought of asighly idiosyncratic and lacking common form. Yet it appears thathet opposite is really
the case. As the growth of home pagesiha®ased, the genre characteristics of the form have begun to
take shapeWe examined over 100 home pages and could identify a high degriedlafity between

many of them. We then sought to test how othersssmlv pages. The results indicate that the home page
has evolved rapidlinto a form that meets many of the criteria of a genre.

METHOD

The present authors examined more than 100 personal home pagestipaafieunal search of two home
page resourceBhe PeoplePlacgvww.tiac.net/users/domvonjarRersonal Pages Worldwide
[www.utexas.edu/world/personal]. From the sample of 100 pagétewified a list of elements (here

defined as features and componentthefpages such as email addresses, external links, graphics etc.) and
counted each element's frequency of occurrence across the samplepaddmsevere defined aslonging

to a named individual who was redvertising or selling a business or service and whose information
contentprimarily related to him/herself. Thus we ruled out standardized pensages from companies and
universities listing their staff and faculty hotluded pages of such people if their personal homepages were
distinctfrom the organizations' standard listings. The resulting set of elefoenid on such pages was
categorized by the authors and this cauteréement list, together with the percentage of pages manifesting
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eachelement category, is listed in TableVEhile ranking elements ke number of pages on which they
are found is a straightforward process, felt that the class of graphical elements required a further
categorization. It was clear from initial examinations of homepageththaumber of graphics (a term

which includes photographs) present grage noticeably affected the 'look and feel'. Thus we clustered
thegraphics category into 3 broad frequency groups ranging from pagebs-wignaphics, pages with 5-9
and pages with 10 or more graphics. Frequerfigyaphics in the sample was thus clustered into these
three groupingse.g., from Table 2 it can be seen that 52% of pages containgdaptics, 31% of pages
contained 5-9 graphics , and 17% containedraPhics or more. We divided the final ranking of elements
into 3 broadgroups: the 5 most commaonly occurring elements, the 5 least comouaniyring elements,

and the remainder. Then we created eight experimeotaé pages that mixed and matched these groups
of elements systematicallgach page shared the same color of background and basic text, @agkall
contained a title, creation and last updated dates, and inliaksato ‘other’ virtual pages. Onto this basic
outline we added fiveurther elements per page in the following manner to creatédommmon-element’
pages and four 'uncommon-element pages'. Each of thieéomamon element' pages received 5, 4, 3 or 2
of the most common elemenihe 'uncommon element pages received 5, 4, 3, or 2 of the least common
elements. Total number of elements per page was then controlled by diogly selected elements
from the remainder list as needed to the pagtsless than 5 additional target elements in their design
(e.g., thepage with 2 of the additional most common elements also received 3refrthimder elements to
make up its 5 additions; the page receiving thea8t common elements received 2 remainder elements to
give it 5 additionsand so forth). In this way, we formed a partial continuum of commorfalithe pages
ranging from a page with the 5 most common elementspéga with the 5 least common elements in their
design (leaving out pag@sth only 1 or 0 most/least common elements).

THE SURVEY

Fifty-seven students in three graduate level classes in Inforn&tience participated. All subjects were
presented with the print-outs thfe pages and independently ranked them from 1-8 in order of preference
asa personal home page design. This provided our preference ranking irl TAfilr the ranking

exercise, subjects read the list of elemeniginally identified by the authors and were asked to select as
many ofthose as they thought should be included in any good personal hom&phigets were free to

add further suggestions for inclusion. These gat@ided us with an estimate of appropriateness of
elements which are nbaised solely on preference, a distinction commonly made in genre analysis.

RESULTS

Data consisted of a set of rankings of the 8 test pages, and asletctibns from the total list of features.
These are treated separatielyhe present section. Table 1 shows the mean and raw scores obtained by
each of the pages in the ranking exercise. The Q column ranksgtges/ely according to the quantity

of common/rare elements on the page, Page D had a Q rank of 1, since it contained the maximum
number ofmost-common elements; Page A had a Q rank of 8 since it contaimaebtimeum number of
least-common elements etc. Hence the Q column repregeatsnight be called the 'ranked continuum of
commonality'. The mean usemking of each page is recorded in the M column. A Spearman’s Rho
(rank-order correlation) indicates the correlation between Q scomgsanthnking is statistically significant
(r=0.95, d.f.=6, p<.01). Inther words, there is a very good fit (over 90% variance explaetdjeen

user preferences and the presence or absence of commelenegats.
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Table 1: User Rankings for Test Pages

USERS’ SELECTIONS OF TYPICAL ELEMENTS FOR A HOME PAGE

The second part of the survey consisted of subjects’ ratings ligttheelements earlier found on 100
homepages. Subjects were instrudtedgelect from the list those elements they beliesieauldbe on a

typical personal homepage. In this way we were seeking to identifgvtbleof agreement among users of

the what constituted the typical elemsat (if any) of a personal home page independent of preference for a
complete design. Subjects were not limited in their choices to aayreeint and were free to add extra
features or elements that they fatpropriate. Table 2 shows the elements that subjects selected in an
ordered list from most to least selected, and a comparison of occurageE¢expressed as percentages)

of these selections with the frequencyoturrence in the initial sampling.

Element Total| Total|[%
(of |by |[found
57) |% |on
initial
sampling
[Title 55 o6 |71 |
E-mail address49 |86 |82
(M%)
|Update date [48 |84 |39 |
Table of 42 |[74 |11
contents (L**)
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[Create date 41 |72 |20 |
External links (|39 |68 |72
(M)
Welcome 38 |67 |51
message (M)
1-4 Graphics |34 |60 |52

(M)

[Photographs |32 |56 |42 |
[Brief bio (M) [32 |56 |49 |
Text-only 26 |46 |2
option (L)

[5-9 Graphics [22 |39 |31
lSitemap |14 |25 |4
[Guestbook (L)j11 |19 |16

|
|
|
Lists o J1 a3 |
AAnimation |8 14 37 |
Tables 72 |37 |
[Frames (L) [7 12 11 |
'Sound 7 J12 |5 |
Imagemap |5 o |4 |
(Counter 2[4 |39 |
|

[Advertisements0 [0 [[33

10 ormore |0 0 17
Graphics (L)

Backtotop |1
button

Thumbnails of
images

* [** Denotes inclusion in the most-used (M) /least-used elemergxejciseTable 2. Subjects
selections of appropriate features anariginal sample findings.

While the subjectmtings for use of Table of Contents is noticeably higher thatésrrence in typical
pages in our original sample, there statistically significant positive correlation between features selected
by the subjects and the frequency of features that appear on epatieg (Pearson’s product moment
coefficient, r=0.56, d.f.=21, p<.01from this we may conclude that users’ ideas of what a personal home
pageshould contain are broadly agreed upon, and that these ratingserif¢icg home page contents on
the Web.

CONCLUSIONS

Personal home pages on the web seem to have evolved very quicklgtatolard form that share many
common elements and features. Tdosmonality is expected by users and there is very broad agreement
betweerusers in this sample as to what a home page should contain. AddedusetsSpreferences for
home page designs correlate positively withgtesence or absence of these key common elements. The
present data amnstrained by our original sample and the use of local respondentseesaary next
step is to widen the selection of both sample. Howevesttaeed matching of expectation and preference
across this community afsers suggests that the personal home page might be the firstdigitgie
information genre. If so, then genre emergence can be seen agpidtéan previously thought from
studies in the paper and verb&@course domain. Indeed, it may be possible to study genre formation in
real-time in digital environments. Further studies are warranted of maketial genres and their formation
speed.
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