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An investigation into the idea that there are systematic differences between the personal webpages of women and those of men. 
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This essay will discuss the similarities and differences in the personal webpages of men and women on the Aberystwyth Users database.  Within the research, the most common personal webpages were constructed for a reason, rather than the person’s own volition to do so – this lead to different developments of the pages themselves. The differences will be analysed based upon various highlighted factors, such as language, form, and structure.  The overbearing observation of this essay is the female user’s attention to the active interest of the user.  Unlike Miller’s postulation of the female user showing “more awareness” of the reader (Miller, Arnold 1999), it is argued here that male and female users are both aware of their audience, but are attempting to produce different objects for different users.  Where the differences lie are in the expectation, trust, and treatment of the user.  One could argue, as Wallace does, that both male and female creators of these pages may have loftier expectations of the number of users who will read what they write (Wallace 2001: 34-35), and thus tailor them to such an audience – possibly a male user tailoring his site to potential employers, a female to potential friends or colleagues.  

Patricia Wallace makes a distinction that can describe a systematic and incredibly important difference between these webpages – that to make the a viewer comfortable with the author, they must “thaw the chilly internet” (Wallace 2001: 15) and add extra cues to allow us to justify both the author’s identity and personality.  Giving the user a warm or cold reception will possibly justify how the user treats the page – if the author is confident, but friendly, they will possibly postulate that they are outgoing, good-natured, and a good person. If the author constantly mentions work, or introduces themselves (As in the first example) in relation to their work, the reader will possibly think they are dedicated to their work, but also that they are cold, possibly too hard working.  Whether or not the user has taken these into account is also a necessary question – their relation to the medium, and their own social history may also be effectual of their writing style and treatment of the internet.   

However, in research such as this, there are situations where one member of the opposite sex will take on traits of the other in their webpage, and thus we must be careful to construct stereotypes for either sex. 

In male and female webpages, there were systematic differences in the linguistic tone.  These ranged from differences in grammatical finesse, to the repetition of certain words or terminology and description of events. In no case was the grammar perfect, but in that of many (but not all) of the webpages of male users, far more attention was paid towards spelling and grammar.  These can be effectual of the target demographic of the webpage.  

For example, if we compare Author 1, a male second year computer-science student with that of Author 2, a female second year biology student, we see a remarkable difference in tone and content. User 1 opens with an ominous “welcome…” (Figure 1) the parenthesis suggesting a deliberate distancing between the user and the author.  He then launches into a sentence regarding “XHTML with complete CSS separation” – Author 1 is attempting to hail those who understand the textual and literal codes that he speaks in. 
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 In direct contrast to this, Author 2 enters with a friendly and direct welcome (Fig1).  While the grammatical flaw is obvious, the very nature of the colloquialism eases the user into thinking there is some form of synchronous conversation taking place, when it is very much a method of “asynchronous mass communication” (Chandler 1998) – there is no instant response between the reader and author beyond that of potentially emailing the author your thoughts.  The use of exclamation marks to declare excitement or happiness, and self-depreciative humour are evident in some of the examples of female authored websites, but few attempts at humour or emotive language were made by the male authors analysed.  

The linguistic approach of both sites differs in their approach to the readers themselves.  While Author 2’s site 
tells us to “feel free to wander around,” as if welcoming us into her home and showing us parts of her life, Author 1’s only shows us “personal info” at the top bar of the site, and does not highlight it as important.   This pattern was apparent within other examples of male and female webpages, as displayed in the table below (Figure 2).

	Welcome Message (Male)
	Welcome Message (Female)

	“this is where it all starts...”
	“Welcome to <removed>’s home page.  This is a website to show off my computing skills!”

	“<insert witty introduction>”
	“Hello there my name is <removed> and you have unfortunately stumbled across my web site…”

	“Here you will find to links to just about everything you need and more…”
	“Welcome to our foreigner friendly page!”

	“Hi I am a second year geography student at Aberystwyth and this webpage is about the theoretical practice of <subject removed>” 
	“<removed>’s webpage! I am a second year <removed> student at Aberystwyth University of Wales!”


The final two examples are indicative of where authors were similar in their writing – both sexes felt it necessary to remind the reader (Who would otherwise know from the users.aber.ac.uk/<username> address) of their affiliation with the university, and at times forgot necessary grammatical rules.  Even in the male example in Figure 1, not all grammar rules were treated.  In these cases, the grammatical errors or changes such as saying “Am” instead of “I am” are yet another representation of the self for the author, that “emerges from how people bend or gently break the rules [or conventions]” (Miller 1995, cited in Chandler 1998). 

In the actual visual and textual (though one could say that the pictures in this case are part of the page’s text) structure of the site relating to the way in which information was presented, male and female sites were very much similar.  As aforementioned, many of the analysed sites were created out of necessity, and thus shared generic sections relating usually to where they lived, who they were, and what they found interesting. In some cases, there was also a discussion of the subjects that they were studying.


One can make a comparison between the webpages of teenage students, and the bedrooms of teenagers as Chandler does (Chandler 1998).  However, in an analogical sense, only the female authors would put up posters.   Analysing the webpages, the use of images different for both sexes differs greatly.  While male users favour photos of themselves, and where they have travelled, in most cases they do not have any depiction of those that they admire.   

Author 3 is a female second year student.  Her site is structured in a simple, effect manner – three links, and a statement that the website is for one of her module’s assignments.  In the centre of the page is a picture of Beaker, a character from a children’s television programme called the muppets.   Entering her “about me” section, we see her idols, her likes, dislikes, social beliefs, and links to “sites to entertain and delight.”   However, one must consider the conscious decision to centre a picture of something that she finds entertaining or important enough to display on the main page.  In this case, there is a male counterexample that, while not indicative of all male student websites, is a stark example of possible codes applied unconsciously by authors in what they choose to display on their websites.

Author 4 refers to himself as the “Aber Snake-man.”  The images on the top part of his webpage are reasonably small, as are the links below obtrusive, but of bad quality.  The centrepiece of “the Aber snake-man” is a photo of Author 4 carefully cradling a snake, while staring straight towards the camera.  This use of “an integrated system…[a] technical convention” (Chandler 1994) is a semiotic device that can be applied to the moving images of film and television, but also to this case.  In this case, the centring of objects is very much to highlight their importance.  To interpret such a thing visually is to apply certain codes to it, and what it means to both the author and the reader.  In this case, our eyes are instantly drawn to the image of a man grasping a snake.  The phallic imagery of the snake being under the careful grasp of a man can be interpreted as symbolic of attempting to portray some form of sexual dominance and a “manly” persona.  “The snakeman,” – a “man” with dominance, control, or even empathy with “snakes,” is the centrepiece of this page.  This is a case of the structure of the webpage not necessarily creating a completely honest identity 

Whether or not consciously attempting to portray a magnified sense of masculinity, Author 4 has possibly been disingenuous with his personal representation.  However, men are not the only web-authors that are guilty of this.  Using Levi-Strauss’ notion of bricoleur (Levi-Strauss 1974, cited in Chandler 1998), one can see how an author puts together various elements that are not necessarily theirs to create an identity.  In this case, the “adaption of ‘borrowings’ (Levi-Strauss 1974, cited in Chandler 1998) is evident in the use of pictures within the “about me” pages of some of the female web-authors.
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In the case of Author 3, she has created an identity out of the various things she likes – the manic street preachers, a band, a character from a detective programme, and Animal, a character from a children’s programme are elements that she has brought together as a whole to depict “About me.” This is Author 3’s self – as the author, and just as Author 4 has, she has created the image that we see of her.  With no inclusion of a picture of herself, but these three pictures on one page, she has created the only information we can use to create an image of her in our head.  Continuing her proliferation of bricolage, she is withholding necessary information that we would need to have a true representation of herself.  Bricolage can be applied to both sexes – the application and withholding of information to create an image was evident, with each sex having a balance of photographic or iconic bricolage.  Out of those analysed, there was a balance between photos of the authors with friends, family, on holiday, or working on academic-related subjects.  Though some male authors included, as Author 4, a picture of themselves on the site, usually this was not as dominatingly central or large as his “snakeman” portait.  

It must be considered that as a researcher it is theoretically impossible within the timeframe allowed to read every page on the university user network and compare them fairly and impartially. Hence, one cannot declare anything definite about the university network as a whole, only about the group that was analysed.  

In this research, it has become apparent that one cannot make a single judgement based upon one webpage of one sex being guilty of misrepresentation ​– it is very much evident that both are guilty of this.  The differences between male and female representation are apparent, though. Throughout this research, it becomes apparent that the male students of Aberystwyth University are using their webpages as springboards for their career.  The “personal” nature of their website is merely that it represents them as a person, rather than a personal side to them. The female authored webpages appear to have a will to make the reader feel wanted, and that they are knowing the person that they are reading about rather than learning about them.  This is characterised within their use of emotive language to describe themselves – though some men also had similar textual styles to women.  The “systematic differences” in some cases would cross over, and become part of one of the other author’s profile, and this is to be expected – in research such as this, it is impossible to guarantee a pure definition, more an educated generalisation of evidence found.   In conclusion, while there are systematic differences between the sexes’ methods of representation, and what they wish to present, both use their own ability as author to construct their identity on the webpage. 

This research has been conducted as impartially as possible and any critical personal information has been edited out to preserve the anonymity of the authors.
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Figure 1 – Welcome messages from Authors 1 (above) and 2 (below).
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Figure 3 – Author 3’s page (Left), Author 4’s page (Right)
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