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Abstract: This paper aims to analyze the phenomenon of increased intimacy in online 

addressing compared to face-to-face communication and its relationship with improvisational 

language practices. Based on the theory of language evolution in “The Language Game” and 

two case studies, this research investigates how improvisation in language use shapes the 

intimacy of personal addresses in digital environments. Contributing to a deeper 

understanding of and providing new perspectives on the changing dynamics of human 

interaction in the digital age, this study highlights the impact of improvisation on online 

communication and its influence on the formation of intimate connections in virtual spaces. 

However, this paper has limitations as it lacks consideration of the effects of special 

designation culture, gender, and age on the phenomenon under study. 
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1. Introduction 

The internet, as a new communication technology, has created a fresh social environment for 

interpersonal interaction [1]. In online communication, individuals can interact with others without 

the usual constraints of time or spatial boundaries and are able to present themselves without outside 

interference. Such a social environment reduces the immediate feedback and pressure users receive, 

so that they may be more open to expressing themselves and have different word choices compared 

to real-life communication [2]. 

In the book “The Language Game”, Christiansen and Chater make a very illuminating point that 

language evolution is a process of improvisation, in which participants interactively construct 

meanings [3]. In contrast to the "transformational grammar" proposed by today's leading language 

theorist, Noam Chomsky, in which every language has a “deep structure” of generative rules [4], 

Christiansen and Chater argue that human beings construct meaning through the use of 

communication tools, in this case, words, to signal to each other until understanding is conveyed [3]. 

Therefore, humans are capable of fulfilling their needs by using rhetorical means like metaphors and 

puns on non-existent entities, such as the relationship between a line with another person. Paul M. 

Postal also mentioned in his skeptical perspective on linguistics, specifically syntax and grammar, 

that from the moment language is born, it must be seen as a complex unity of interrelated elements, 

but not assembled from elements that already exist and are generated with strict regularity [5]. The 
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use of language is constantly evolving in order to adapt to the needs of communicators. Virtual spaces, 

unlike traditional social contexts, give individuals new possibilities for interaction, thus advancing 

the shaping of language and contributing to the development of new linguistic norms and conventions. 

The way people address others, as one of the simple social skills, reflects how they build awareness 

of speech acts [6]. It is a complex reflection of the speaker’s linguistic preferences, cultural 

backgrounds, and target community. In 1995, Ben Rampton pointed out by analyzing several real-

life examples that choices of words, including their phonetic features, are linked to an “institutional”, 

which is a larger-scale dimension of context [7]. This statement suggests that linguistic change is not 

arbitrary but can be related to various real-life facts associated with the audience, aims, or content of 

communication. By choosing a particular language use, individuals identify their belonging to 

different communities. These communities are influenced by other institutional factors. In the context 

of online communication, individuals navigate digital environments in which language choices are 

determined by the norms and conventions of the virtual community. The improvisational nature of 

online interactions enables individuals to experiment with language and adapt it to suit different 

dimensions of communication needs. This dynamic process of linguistic negotiation reflects the 

influence of institutional factors on language change and identity construction in digital environments. 

When investigating ways of addressing others among international students at Penn English 

Language Program (Penn ELP), this study found that more than 80 percent of the selected 50 students 

were more intimate online than offline (Figure 1). Using this data as a research premise, and by 

analyzing two representative cases in the mentioned sample, this paper aims to illustrate the 

mechanisms by which improvisation shapes the dynamics of online addressing. In addition, this study 

contributes to a deeper understanding of the evolving nature of human interaction in the digital age, 

emphasizing the impact of improvisation on online communication and its role in forming intimate 

connections in virtual spaces. 

However, it is important to acknowledge that this paper has limitations since it does not fully 

consider the effects of factors such as cultural differences in addressing, gender dynamics, and age 

range on the examined phenomenon. Nevertheless, this study provides insights into language use in 

digital communications and sets the stage for further exploration of this intriguing topic. 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Research Framework 

Zappa-Hollman and Duff introduced a concept called “individual network of practice (INoP)” in 2015 

[8], which can be used as a language socialization research approach that focuses on the learner while 

also considering the rest of those who interact with them. This approach can be used to examine 

participants’ interactions and practices on online platforms and can give insights into how they 

navigate their interaction experiences and adjust their identities in the online social context. 

This paper is based on data from a panel survey of “online/offline address patterns” using INoP 

that involved 50 international adult students at Penn ELP. Data shows that more than 80 percent of 

participants admit to addressing others more intimately online than in person (figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Slef-perspect intimacy in online/offline address patterns 

Based on the above data, this study aims to dig deeper into the phenomenon of increased intimacy 

in online communication compared to offline interactions and its relationship with improvisation. 

This paper is guided by the following questions: 

1) How do people tend to address others differently online and offline? 

2) How are the differences in online and offline address patterns related to improvisational 

language practices? 

3) How do the dynamics of human interaction change in the digital age? 

2.2. Recruitment 

This paper took a case study approach and analyzed two international adult students in the English 

Language Program at the University of Pennsylvania (Penn ELP). The main objectives of this case 

study are to explore the role of improvisational language practices in shaping intimacy on digital 

platforms and to understand the factors influencing the dynamics of online communication, which 

also provides insights into the implications for interpersonal relationships. 

Table 1 below will give their specific background information. 

Table 1: Participants' Background Information 

Name Nationality Sex Age Commonly used 

online chatting 

platforms 

Frequency of 

use 

English 

proficiency 

Yosra  Saudi F  26 WhatsApp  10 times a day, 

5-10 minutes 

each time 

Advanced 

Chen Chinese F 19 WeChat/ 

Instagram 

2-3 hours a day Middle to 

advanced 

2.3. Data Collection 

The data collection of these two cases included: 

1) Observational data from the two participants’ behaviors and conversations at the ELP student 

center and public online interactions such as comments sections of ELP websites and online 

workshops. 

more intimate online (41) equal intimacy (6) more intimate offline (3)
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2) Textual data from the two participants’ conversations on all kinds of commonly used online 

platforms. 

3) Data from group and one-on-one interviews. The interviews first focus on the participants’ 

offline discourse, and then on their online discourse. Findings from both parts will be compared to 

highlight the differences in addressing patterns, language improvisation strategies, and perceived 

intimacy levels between online and offline communication and identity constructions. 

Table 2 and Table 3 below present the schedule of the interviews.  

Table 2: Schedule of Group Interviews 

Schedule Topic Interview Type Duration 

08/04/2024 Experiences with offline 

communication 

Narrative interviews 21minutes 

16/04/2024 Experiences with online 

communication  

Narrative interviews 18 minutes 

Table 3: Schedule of One-on-One Interviews 

Schedule 19/04/2024 24/04/2024 01/05/2024 08/05/2024 

Topic Specific 

instances of 

address patterns 

online/offline, 

including their 

differences 

The aspects of 

online 

communication 

that contribute to 

increased 

intamacy 

compared to 

offline 

communication 

Ways of 

navigating use of 

language in 

online 

communication 

(choice of 

words/tone) 

The role of 

improvisation in 

shaping 

language use in 

online 

communication 

Interview Type Semi-stuctured 

interviews 

Semi-stuctured 

interviews 

Semi-stuctured 

interviews 

Reflective 

interviews 

Duration 25 minuttes 40 minutes 25 minutes 32 minutes 

2.3.1. Data Analysis 

However, the limitations of this case study are the small sample size and the fact that it does not 

consider the impact of gender and the culture of address on this topic. 

Table 4: Statistics of Yosra 

 Address patterns Percieved 

intimacy level 

Improvisation strategies 

Offline Direct names (always) Low / 

Online Nickmames from other ones’ 

personalities (mostly) 

 sometimes to quite) حبي ياحلوه

close friends; similar to “baby” 

or “darling”, no direct 

translation) 

High (intimacy 

increases with the 

colseness of the 

relationship ) 

Be more creative and playful 

with language use (come up 

with personalized and 

intimate form of addresses) 

Sandwiching address patterns 

with emojis 
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Table 5: Statistics of Chen 

 Address patterns Percieved 

intimacy level 

Improvisation strategies 

Offline Direct names (mostly) 

Nicknames (sometimes) 

Low / 

Online Nicknames (mostly) 

Babe; Dear; wifie (very 

frequently used when calling 

female friends) 

High Communicate in a much more 

casual and informal way 

Linguistic borrowing from other 

languages (mostly English, 

Japanese, and Korean), signal a 

sense of openness 

Stay creative 

Use abbreviations (shortened 

versions of others’ name or 

personalities) 

3. Results 

3.1. Differences in address patterns in online/offline communication 

In face-to-face communication, both participants indicate that they mostly address others directly by 

their names. However, when it comes to online communication, they become much more diverse in 

the way they call others, for example, nicknames come up from the other’s personalities and intimate 

epithets that do not represent real relationships. It can be seen that online communication typically 

exhibits a greater sense of informality than offline interactions. Participants tend to use less formal 

language and address each other in a more familiar manner to enhance intimacy. 

Research has shown that each individual turns out to use relatively consistent and unique 

behavioral characteristics in online interactions. This suggests that individuals develop unique 

patterns of address and communication styles that can be identified and analyzed through statistical 

and machine-learning techniques [8]. For individuals with complex communication needs, the use of 

online social platforms can have a significant impact on their search for greater inclusion [9]. The 

effective use of these platforms allows users to develop and maintain social connections, reduce 

isolation, and increase life satisfaction [10], which results in more relaxation in interpersonal 

interactions and more creativity in online addressing. 

3.2. Factors relevant to intimacy in address patterns 

Address as a discipline has been studied in several disciplines, including historical linguistics, 

etymology, psychology, anthropology ethnography, and philosophy. This interdisciplinary approach 

emphasizes the complexity and multifaceted nature of address as a linguistic and sociocultural 

phenomenon [11]. How people address others reflects social norms, cultural practices, and language 

use in different contexts, complementing sociolinguistic scholarship. In modern linguistics, address 

has not only been studied as a separate sociolinguistic topic. Still, it has also been explored in various 

subfields such as greetings, dialectology, and comparative linguistics [12]. This multifaceted 

approach reflects the many ways in which address is manifested in language use and social interaction. 

Drawing from an interdisciplinary perspective, several main factors contribute to the phenomenon 

of increased intimacy in online addressing. To begin with, the relative anonymity in online 

communication may lead to a de-inhibition effect, whereby individuals feel less inhibited in revealing 
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personal information or expressing emotions. This may encourage people to talk more intimately with 

each other, as they may not feel as concerned about potential social repercussions: 

I am quite an introverted person, so when I look into other people at their eyes while talking to 

them, I only think of the most normal and formal way to address them. But if it is online where I do 

not see them, I feel more comfortable and would like to call them differently, causally. (Yosra) 

Furthermore, online communication gets rid of the be geographical distances and physical barriers, 

which enables individuals to interact with others regardless of their location. This feature may create 

a sense of psychological closeness between people and lead them to be more creative in language use 

since they have to rely more on verbal communication to express their emotions. 

I feel like addressing people directly by their names online seems too serious, so I always try to 

come up with some fun addresses so that other people can sense that I am in a good mood and this is 

a casual conversation. (Chen) 

Another reason for increased intimacy in online addressing can be people’s habituation to the 

internet and the instinctive hope for intimacy in relationships. Humans have an innate need for social 

connection and intimacy in relationships. In the absence of face-to-face interaction, individuals may 

seek to satisfy this need through online communication, even with people they have not met in person, 

where they can make emotional connections and express intimacy through language [13]. 

3.3. The role of improvisation in online communication 

In the book “The Language Game”, Christiansen and Chater suggest that language evolution is a 

process of improvisation instead of sticking to strict generative rules [3]. As people engage in 

spontaneous communication, they constantly adapt language use to convey meaning, build 

relationships, and respond to changing circumstances, and it is the dynamic and evolving nature of 

online communication environments that characterizes them [9]. To fit into such an environment, 

people thus employ improvisational language practices to express themselves effectively and achieve 

communication goals. 

In addition, online verbal intimacy's significance, particularly in relationship development and 

identity construction on social media platforms, emphasizes self-disclosure [14]. According to social 

penetration theory, when individuals engage in self-discourse, they tend to share more and more 

personal information and ideas without putting much consideration [15], in other words, they become 

improvisational in communication. The more information they exchange, the deeper their connection 

and intimacy are with each other. It is believed that this process contributes to the closeness in 

relationships [13]. Thus, the unique features of online communication encourage users to expose 

themselves, which leads to a more open environment for language use and serves as an indicator of 

relationship progress and the development of intimacy. 

4. Discussion 

This study is based on the theory of language evolution in “The Language Game” and collected data 

from 50 international adult students at Penn ELP.  

To begin with, this study finds that participants tend to address others differently, to be specific, 

more intimately, online compared to offline. By examining two case studies, the paper lists three main 

factors that are relevant to the phenomenon of increased intimacy in online addressing: the anonymity 

of online communication, the sense of distance, and the instinctive hope for intimacy. And by using 

the social penetration theory as a reference [15], it can be seen that these factors encourage people to 

exchange personal information more frequently, which results in the improvisation in communication 

and increased intimacy in language use. 
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5. Conclusion 

This paper draws on insights from “The Language Game” and explores the dynamics of intimacy in 

online addressing. By examining the role of improvisation in online communication, the study shows 

subtle ways in which individuals cultivate intimacy in digital environments through spontaneous and 

improvisational language practices that enrich their online interactions and create deeper connections 

with others. 

The study demonstrates the impact of the Internet on interpersonal interactions by providing 

individuals with opportunities to connect and communicate across time and space. In this new social 

environment, individuals are liberated from the constraints of traditional communication and are able 

to express themselves more with diverse linguistic options. The concept of improvisation, however, 

is the driving force behind the evolution of language in online communication. Contrary to traditional 

views of language structure and grammar, we believe that people construct meaning through 

interactive communication and adapt language to meet their communication needs. This 

improvisational approach emphasizes the fluid nature of language use in digital environments, where 

individuals constantly negotiate expression and identity through language use. On the other hand, this 

paper acknowledges certain limitations in aspects such as cultural differences, gender, and age, these 

factors need further exploration to reach more comprehensive understanding of language practices 

and online communication dynamics. 
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