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sesimiduyanyokmu; Gender: Female; Age: 46: Province: Ankara 
 My father was an alcoholic. No treatment stopped him. One night, when he was drunk, he raped me. I have been through psychological treatment, but I still remember it like yesterday. Now, I have a daughter who is the same age I was when I was raped. She is growing up to be a beautiful girl. I trust my husband. However, I still live with the fear that the same thing may happen to her. My father passed away about seven years ago. I wanted to cry when he died, but I couldn’t do it. I hate him. Please do not use alcohol like my father. I do not know how many people there are out there like me. I hope that such a terrible thing never happens to anybody. Psychologically I am crushed.

sazandoktor; Gender: Male; Age:35; Province:  Istanbul 
I am a doctor in one of the major private hospitals. I am writing this with shame. In order to increase the birth rate percentage in the In Vitro fertilization clinic, instead of using the fathers’ problematic sperm, they are using the sperm of health care personnel, or that of the people whom they find in exchange for money, an amount around 100 million TL. This is why most of the In Vitro fertilization babies look like the health care workers. 

wemding; Gender: male; Age: 28; Province: Istanbul
I played a guitar for 6 years in middle and High School. Because of this my right hand nails were always long. I would use my elder sisters toothbrush to clean them. She never knew it of course. (Still doesn’t know). She thinks she got away with the things she did to me but she is mistaken big time.

Aslia35; Gender; female; Age: 27; Province: Izmir

It was Ramadan. I was about 10 years old. We went to the mosque for a night prayer. It was very crowded inside. We went up to the female section. Prayer had already started. I was doing what everyone else was doing. Everyone prostrated themselves and of course I did too. Just as I was about to get up I found something on my head that was pulling me down! I turned my head up; I was under a woman’s skirt! The woman was worried about her skirt while I was trying get my head out. Everyone around started to laugh at us.

Marmade; female; Age: 20; Province; Istanbul.

Can you imagine spending two years with someone in chat rooms without ever seeing one another? You are in love because of words and a picture. You can’t date anyone else but instead you just stay home and sit in front of your computer. You have a chance to meet him face-to-face but you can’t do it because you said that you weigh fifty pounds less than you really do. You don’t want to lose him. So you spend months to lose weight. I live in such a situation. I don’t want to give him up. I hope he won’t be surprised to see that I still have an extra 40 pounds to lose. I love him so much that I would even have an operation to reduce the size of my breasts. 

The above stories were posted on a popular Turkish web site, itiraf.com (confessions.com), where every day between 60,000 and 80,000 people from Turkey and Turkish-speaking people in at least 44 other countries visit, read the published stories  and perhaps comment on one of the stories or submit their own stories. On a typical day, between 500 and 1,000 people submit a “confession” for consideration while more than 3000 send some other kind of message or comment on another individual’s submission to the site.  Fewer than 20 “confessions” make it to publication on any given day. 

The Significance of Itiraf.com:

Itiraf  is the Turkish word for confession, but the submissions to the site are more than that. Some are actual confessions—of infidelity, theft, jealousy and other matters the submitter expresses shame for having done. But much of the content actually does not fall into that category. The rest of the stories tell of sexual and platonic relationships, family relationships, interesting experiences, embarrassing incidents, or perhaps even made up stories—though the editor of the site claims that all published ‘confessions’ actually happened. 

The site is the brainchild of Ersan Özer, a young man who graduated in 1993 with communication degree from Anadolu University in Eskisehir, Turkey. After several years of working in print and broadcast media he started to pay attention to the Internet and the potential of the size of its audience. Work he did for the popular Turkish television program, ‘Televole,’ where celebrities’ stories are aired, led him to think that if audiences liked hearing the real life stories of celebrities, they might also be interested in hearing the stories told by ordinary people.  And storytelling is a fundamental part of Turkish culture. So on October 22, 1999, he registered the itiraf.com site and began working on it at night after work.  Because he worked in mass media, when his friends started to talk about it, word got around. One of those friends was a reporter at one of the largest circulating dailies, Hürriyet, who wrote a story about the site. At the end of the first year, itiraf.com was drawing 10,000 unique visits a day; the end of the second year saw 30,000 users; and now the number has jumped to about 64,000 or more on most days and at least 200,000 unique visits per month. Each day the site posts the number of page views, unique visitors, and confessions received for the previous day. Itiraf.com has by now become a brand that is well known.  Dozens of newspaper and magazine articles and broadcast spots have appeared in Turkish newspapers and magazines commenting on the phenomenon.  Digests of popular confessions have also been published in multiple editions of two books. 

Other media—newspapers and television programs—have tried to copy its format without success. After three months online, Özer was bought out by Elektronik Bilgi Iletisim, which owns other large e-commerce sites, online dating services and portals. Despite its popularity, itiraf.com did not become profitable until the beginning of 2002. (Özer, July 1, 2002). Invested in this site on both an economic and personal level, Özer believes that the information people post there reflects Turkish society in the 21st Century—in fact he has subtitled the site, ‘the school of life.’  Though skeptics say that he makes up the confessions, Özer claims that he never did that, and even in the beginning when few confessions were submitted, he would ask his friends to contribute rather than provide fictional ones. Özer said that the regulars on the site have established a community—he calls it a family—and that they even have developed their own language.

About the Study:

If this phenomenon of Turkish popular culture is as important to the understanding of Turkish social structure as Özer and others claim, a study of the attitudes and behavior of the users of the site should reveal that. What follows is a study of those users, based on a web survey collected during July and August, 2003.  The survey takes a uses and gratifications theoretical approach to the study of this web community to determine why the readers and contributors to this web site return so regularly.  Since we have very limited information on Turkish Internet users in general, the survey of 4,531 respondents also serves to provide a partial profile all Internet users in Turkey as well as Itiraf.com users in particular.  The study also adds to the body of knowledge that applies uses and gratifications theory to Internet use. 

Internet Diffusion and Use in Turkey

To understand the scope of the itiraf.com phenomenon, it is important to first describe the Turkish Internet environment. As in all developing countries, Turkey’s PC and Internet penetration are low. According to a 2001 report based on a large national survey and published by the Bilgi Teknolojileri ve Elektronik Arastirma Enstitusu (TUBITAK), PC penetration stood at 12.3% while 17.1% said they used PC’s (p. 34). Of those who did not own a PC in the survey conducted by the Institute, 58% said that cost was the reason they had not yet purchased a computer (p. 36). Those in the highest income categories were most likely to own a PC (64.7% of those in the 70th income percentile. Only 7% of the respondents had an Internet connection in their home, but 25.32% of those who had some higher education were connected. The most frequently cited uses for the Internet were for e-mail (23.2%), to search for educational information (22.4%), and to chat with friends (16.0%). Though this survey did not break down the PC ownership or Internet use by gender, another study found that 18% of Turkish households were connected to the Internet and that users were 63.9% male and 36.1% female.  (A & G Arastirma Sirketi, 2003).  And still another report that did not list the source of its statistics claimed that 28 million Turks used the Internet in 2000 and of those, 83% of were men (ABD’li ve Turk, 2003). 


Despite low household Internet penetration, many Turks are able to access the Internet from work, school or from Internet cafes. Turkey is home to 6,235 legally registered  cafés as of December 2002 (Yildiz, et al., 2003, p. 6). Though concentrated in the largest cities (e.g. Istanbul has 909; Ankara has 446; Izmir has 508) (Yildiz et al., pp. 20,21). Internet cafés can be found everywhere—from coastal vacation spots to small towns in central Anatolia. 

Theoretical Frame for this Study

Gunter has referred to the Internet as a hybrid medium—that shifts in its nature based on whether it is functioning as a one-to-one, one-to-many, many-to-many, or even many-to-one medium (2003). Sometimes it can be considered a mass communication medium while at the other extreme it can be viewed as a personal diary that appears in the form of a weblog. When individuals have conversations with each other online, the Internet functions more like a telephone conference call. So it is often difficult to choose the appropriate theory for framing an Internet-based study. But if the study is focused on a single web site the theoretical selection process is a little easier.


Itiraf.com is like other multipurpose sites in that sometimes it is a mass medium—when 100,000 users go to read what other people wrote, forward the contributions to friends or shop in the online store.  But it can also be more like an interpersonal medium when they users send a confession, make comments to others about their confessions, vote in a poll about a topic of current interest, or make contact with someone for a romantic interest.  So the range of media under which the site could be classified falls between interpersonal and mass. And it can function for the user as a totally interactive experience or a relatively passive experience where the user just reads the day’s publications and departs. Based on this range of possible uses, we conducted a survey that asked general questions related to uses people make of itiraf.com and motivations that drive them to the site. A uses and gratifications theoretical framework was adopted for answering these questions. 

The logic of the uses-and-gratifications approach, based in functional analysis (though Palmgreen (1984) rejects that view), is derived from ‘(1) the social and psychological origins of (2) needs, which generate (3) expectations of (4) the mass media and other sources, which lead to (5) differential patterns of media exposure (or engagement in other activities), resulting in (7) other consequences, perhaps mostly unintended ones’ (Blumler and Katz, 1974). Uses and gratifications theory seems particularly appropriate to studying the way people use the Internet as it presupposes that the audience is totally active, which has been presented as a problem when the theory has been applied to use of mass media. Levy and Windahl (1984), who wrote that a totally active audience has been assumed in most studies of uses of mass media, have conceptualized audience activity as a variable in the mass media environment, but Internet users, particularly those who frequent highly interactive sites, would need to be highly active. 

Since 1996 several researchers have applied uses and gratifications theory to aspects of Internet research. In a meta analysis of published research referenced in Communication Abstracts from 1996-2000, Kim and Weaver (2002) found that 82.9% if articles focused on the Internet or the World Wide Web were atheoretical. Of the ones that applied any theory at all, 21.9% used a uses and gratifications framework for the articles (p. 531).

Most of the studies of the Internet that were based on uses and gratifications studies have considered the Internet as a whole rather than focusing on individual sites (Kaye and Johnson, 2002; Charney and Greenberg, 2002; Angleman, 2000; Luo, 2002; Ebersole, 2000; Papacharissi and Rubin, 2000).  Or they have focused on a genre or a type of interest such as political information (Kaye and Johnson, 2002).  That is a problem considering the range of types of media that are subsumed under the Internet umbrella and the range of experiences of users. For that reason, we chose to survey users of the single web site as a first step in understanding Turkish Internet use in general.

Burnett and Marshall (2003) claim that is difficult to compare the findings of research of Internet use as the studies ‘almost always use different questions, use different measures and are most often based upon large scale survey research in the United States.’ (p.67).  Our study replicates some questions used in several other web uses and gratifications studies so that we can build on previous research in this area. 

Burnett and Marshall say that “what are lacking are actual studies of Internet use as it occurs in the context of daily activities. We need to know more about how the internet is used across the full range of social interactions, how it fits in and compares to these interactions, and ultimately what meanings and significances are generated by these new configurations” (p. 68).

The authors would pursue this research in a very different way. While we agree with their criticism, we believe that the large scale web survey can function as an important part of the process of determining meaning behind Internet use. This study will be followed by face-to-face interviews that will explore the individuals’ Internet experience in much greater depth. About 800 respondents to this survey volunteered to be contacted for a follow-up study.

Methodology

This study of the users of the Turkish web site, itiraf.com asked questions of visitors to the site in a web-based survey linked to the home page of the site. In all, 4,531 people responded to a questionnaire that focused on uses of the Internet, uses of itiraf.com, gratifications received for visiting the web site, and general demographic information. The survey took about 20 minutes to complete and consisted of only fixed response questions.  The questionnaire went up on the site on July 14, 2003 and stayed up until July 29. It was put up again from August 4 to August 7, 2003. Özer said that his experience told him that it was better to remove such requests and repost them at a later date to receive the highest level response. As has been found with most web surveys, the largest number of responses came in the first few days of the posting. On the first day, the announcement of the survey went up late in the afternoon and 108 people completed the survey that day. On the following four days, between 413 and 488 people completed the study each day. Then responses dropped off sharply to 203 and fewer. On August 6 when the survey was reposted, the number went up again to 460 respondents. The most popular time of day to complete the survey was between 1 and 5 p.m.  (between 6.4 and 7% of the surveys were completed each hour in that time period).  But questionnaires were submitted at all hours of the day with the lowest percentage falling between 4 and 7 a.m. (between .8% and 1.5%).  

All of the questions except the geographic location of the respondent were presented in the form of fixed alternatives. Respondents wrote in the name of the city/town or the country where they lived (for those responding from outside Turkey).  A total of 3,958 respondents listed their home within Turkey; 505 listed their home as somewhere outside Turkey; and 68 respondents did not list their location. A total of 783 people agreed to be contacted for a follow up study. Of course the sample is self selected and may not statistically represent the population that visits the itiraf.com web site each day, but the large number of respondents helps us have more confidence in the findings. It is likely that the relatively small number of surveys to which the Turkish population has been subjected makes people more willing to participate in such studies.

Findings:

Demographic Profile of Users

Respondents to the survey do not vary substantially from the demographic description of the Internet user in Turkey found in the TUBITAK study of 2000 (Bilgi Teknolojileri, 2001). They are younger (54% are between the ages of 22 and 30, while an additional 28.1% say they are between the ages of 18 and 21). Only 2.7% are over the age of 40. They are also much more highly educated than the general population. Of the respondents to this survey 79.1% listed university educated (including those currently studying in the university). Only 20.9% of the respondents said they had high school educations or less.  The group is much more likely to have Internet access in their homes than the general population. While the TUBITAK study found only 7% of the population had home Internet access, 42.8% of respondents to this survey said they accessed the Internet from home. Another large group (36.8%) said they used the Internet at work. And an additional 12.1% of respondents said they used the Internet about the same amount from home, work or school, or from Internet cafés . Only 4.3% said their only place of access was the Internet café.  Income level was not measured in this survey, but the fact that such a high percentage of the respondents said they had home Internet access is an indication of relative affluence, as the per capita income in Turkey in 2002 was $6,974 (Dutta, Lanvin and Paua, 2003). 


There are few reliable statistics on the gender breakdown of Internet use in Turkey, but the studies reported above found that between 17 and 36% of Internet users were women. In this study, a higher percentage of women than men completed the questionnaire (52% vs. 48%). Two reasons could account for this large discrepancy with the previous reports. Perhaps women are more likely than men to choose to comply with a request to respond to a survey. In our view, however, the appeal of the content on the itiraf.com site may be greater for women than for men and the high response rate by women is a reflection of their actual numbers in using the site. Other surveys conducted by the itiraf.com  management support this level of participation by women.


The respondents are relatively heavy users of the Internet, with 35.5% reporting daily use of two or more hours for work, and another 19.6% reporting 1-2 hours daily use for work.  Another 11.6% said they spend less than one hour a day online for their jobs, for a total of 66.7% of the respondents using the Internet daily for work. Since we did not ask a separate question about their use for school, and 37% of the respondents said they were students, it is likely that they interpreted ‘usage of the Internet for work’ as using it for their school work.

 We also asked about the regularity of Internet use for personal reasons. An even larger group reported spending more than two hours a day online (43.9%) and an additional 34.2% said they were online between one and two hours. A third group of 10% said they were online daily but for less than one hour. Taken together, 88.1% of the respondents are online daily for personal reasons. 

Itiraf.com use.

The respondents are faithful readers of itiraf.com. More than half (51.1%) said they read the confessions on the site daily, and another 27.5% read it nearly every day. Most people read it from home (46.7%) but as in the United States, many of them also access the site from work (38.1%).  The rest of the respondents go to the site from school, an Internet café or from all of these locations. Once respondents get to the site, they spend a long time there.  About a quarter of the users are on the site from 45 minutes to more than one hour. Another 60% spend between 15 minutes and 45 minutes. 

The itiraf.com users form an active audience; less than one-third of the respondents claim to be readers only. The rest have submitted at least one confession for consideration to the site—in specific terms that means that more than 3,000 of the respondents have been active participants in contributing to the content on the site. And more than one-third of the respondents have submitted more than three confessions for consideration. More than 60% have also sent one or more comments based on published confessions.  Not all have been so successful in getting published—about two-thirds of the respondents have never been published. 

When we asked why they had never written a comment or a confession, 13.6% they felt they never had anything to say, 8.1% said they didn’t want to go public with their personal experiences; 4.5% said they wanted to write but were shy; 3.6% said they were afraid to put something up on the Internet; and 9.9% said others would not be interested in what they had to say. 

The site has several ways of meeting others who also frequent the site—either through the service offered for meeting others or through messages sent to individuals based on their confessions. The counter on the site claims that between 3,000 and 3,5000 messages are sent on any given day. We asked the frequency of meeting other people through the web site-based contact. More than 80% have never met anyone face-to-face from their virtual contacts, but 70 people said they had met more than five others; 120 people said they had met between three and five people; and 556 people said they had met one or two people—for a total of 16.5% having met at least one person based on the virtual meeting. 

We also asked some standard questions about various uses of the Internet—for email, reading news, playing games, and surfing. Table 1 presents the responses to those questions alongside answers to similar questions of Americans who have responded to surveys conducted by the Pew Center in the last two years.  Though the Pew studies are based on surveys of a random sample of the U.S. population and are therefore not comparable to the users of a specific web site in Turkey, and no doubt the large number of students and overrepresentation of young people in the Turkish survey skews the findings, the similarities and differences are most interesting. In many ways the Internet use priorities are similar—for email, news. web surfing, and for finding various types of information. The Turkish respondents do more messaging (probably because of their youth); less shopping (which could be based on availability of products online in Turkey and also on the low levels of consumer confidence, doubts about security and lack of credit cards because of their age);  and use the web more for educational purposes (also because of student status).  But the two groups also look similar in their reported frequency of viewing pornography and building of web sites. Whether these parallels tell us something about cross-cultural uniformity of Internet use or not is unknown, but more 





Table 1 about here

research should follow up on this study in other countries to pursue that question. Gratifications from use of itiraf.com

We asked a range of questions about the reasons why the respondents used the web site.
Most questions were replicated from other uses and gratifications studies of the Internet, while some were created to address the unique nature of the itiraf.com web site. Because itiraf.com can be fully interactive, we included questions that measured motivations related to meeting people, looking for a person to date, finding different people to talk to, feeling a need to talk to someone, and a love of storytelling. We also adapted the questions usually applied to uses and gratifications surveys to the content found on itiraf.com.  In all, we asked 20 questions related to gratifications sought from use of itiraf.com. We entered the responses to the motivations provided on a five-point scale into a factor analysis. The result yielded four interpretable factors—Social Interaction, Diversion/entertainment, Feelings/absolution, and Pressure Relief (See Table 2). The variables loading on each factor were placed in additive scales. The Social Interaction scale had a reliability coefficient of  .78 (Cronbach’s Alpha); the Diversion/entertainment scale’s reliability was .72; the Feelings/absolution scale’s reliability was .78; and that of the Pressure relief scale was .81.

Table 2 about here

We also factor analyzed the uses of the Internet as a whole. Although a four-factor solution emerged—for Communication, News and Information Seeking, Activity and Utility, only three of the factors produced scales that were reliable beyond the .60 level.  The Communications scale included using the Internet for meeting new people, meeting people who share interests with the respondent, meeting people to form a romantic relationship and chatting (Cronbach’s alpha=.81).  The news and information seeking scale included using the Internet for following incidents happening around the world, collecting information about specific subjects, learning about other places in the world, and being aware of local, national and international news (Cronbach’s alpha=.78).  And the Activity scale that included using the Internet for shopping, for finding things that are difficult to locate and for making web sites (Cronbach’s alpha=.61).

Since the main goal was to determine why itiraf.com users visited the site so regularly and why they wrote confessions and other comments on the site, we first conducted multiple regression analyses with itiraf.com frequency as the dependent variable. The frequency of use variable was made up of two variables that we added together—the number of times/week respondents went to the site and the number of hours per visit they spent while they were there (each measured on five-point scales). Then we entered the demographic variables (age, gender, educational level) as block one of the regression analysis and the scaled gratification variables (Social Interaction, Diversion/entertainment, Pressure relief and Feelings/absolution) as the second block. The variance accounted for in the regression was 17% and the main predictor variables were Diversion/entertainment (Standardized Beta coefficient of .26) and Social Interaction (Beta=.15) Though most of the variables were statistically significant, the large number of cases in the equation (3,322) was likely the cause of the significance (See Table 3).  So controlling for age, gender and educational level, respondents went more frequently to the itiraf.com site for diversion and for some kind of relationship.

Table 3 about here

When the dependent variable in the regression was the number of confessions submitted to itiraf.com, the adjusted R square was much higher (.28), while the most important predictor variables were Social Interaction (Beta=.58) and Pressure relief. However the Beta was negative for this relationship (-.14), meaning that users were more likely to submit confessions when they were not feeling pressure or a need to talk with someone. As in the regression predicting to frequency of use, most of the variables were significant despite the low Beta levels because of the large number of cases in the analysis (See Table 4). 

Table 4 about here

When the dependent variable was the number of comments written about other people’s confessions or other messages sent to the site, the adjusted R square was .17 with the Social Interaction variable registering the largest beta (.46).  We also ran the regression with the number of people met through itiraf.com as the dependent variable. The adjusted R square was .10, and the only important independent variable was Social Interaction. So in all four regression equations, Social Interaction motivations figured importantly into the reasons for using itiraf.com for reading others’ confessions, writing confessions and comments and meeting people found on the site. None of the demographic variables predicted the use of the site in any important way (see Table 5).

Table 5 and 6 about here

International/Domestic Users: A sizeable portion of the sample accessed the site from out of the country as was noted earlier. The number was large enough to split the sample and run these same regression equations on the domestic and international use of the site. We thought that different patterns of use might be detected from those who accessed the site from abroad since they were far from their homeland and might use the site to keep in touch with Turkish culture and even to make virtual friends through contacts on the site.  The four sets of analyses are found in Tables 7a-10b. Most of the outcomes of the regression analyses resembled one another and were also similar to the outcome of the analysis of the overall set of respondents. However, age (being younger) and lower levels of education were more important in the regression predicting the frequency of visiting the site for the international respondents (See tables 7a and 7b). 

Tables 7a and 7b about here

Gender (being female) and being younger were the most important demographic variables in predicting the number of confessions submitted for users from abroad. And submitting confessions for domestic users was less likely to be for the reason of relieving pressure than it was for the users from abroad (though that was negatively related as well).  For all domestic and international users of the itiraf.com site, Social Interaction constituted the strongest submission of confessions, the making of comments on the site and the number of people met through the site.  The one exception was the motivations for just spending time reading on the site where the strongest predictor for domestic users was diversion (as it was in the overall sample) but equally strong for all Social Interaction, Feelings and Diversion for users from abroad. 

Tables 8a-10b about here

Discussion

In a previous paper (2002) we argued that framing the research of use of the itiraf.com site should draw on several threads in Turkish culture, some of which could be applied to cultural experiences in most any country. One of these had to do with the interest in confession and reality media. Confession magazines in the United States date back to 1919 with the publication of True Story.  Though a few magazines in this genre are still published today, their heyday was in the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s (Marr, 2001). The Turkish equivalent was the Fotoroman magazine. Like the confession magazine in the United States, this magazine was targeted to young girls and housewives—and especially to those with limited literacy. Fotoroman is no longer published. But reality television programs (like ‘Big Brother’) and programs where celebrities tell their stories (‘Televole’) are very popular in Turkey and may have replaced the picture-based confession magazines. Such programs offer viewers a voyeuristic view of the lifestyle of those who have made lots of easy money and flaunt it in their fashion, expensive cars and involvement in sex scandals. Newspapers also have columns that run under the title of “Guzin Abla” (Big sister Guzin) where advice is offered to the readers who confess or tell of their personal problems.  

Certainly itiraf.com could be considered a functional alternative for these various confessional-type media. And the site could actually be a preferable alternative as the chances of having a personal confession actually get published and have people comment on it or respond to the confessor directly are much higher than they would be for getting an answer from “Guzin Abla” or being selected for a talk show appearance. If the attraction is just to read other people’s confessions, the reader can go to the site from home, work or school at any time of the day or night. So the sheer volume of traffic on the site indicates a high level of content popularity.  The motivations for going to the site that would be a functional alternative to talk radio/television or ‘Televole’, the celebrity television program, would likely be entertainment, excitement, and relaxation. The respondents who said these factors motivated them ranged from 85% for entertainment to  65% for relaxation to 61% for excitement. 

The confession magazine and many talk radio/television programs appeal more to women than to men. This may explain the high percentage of women who go to the site and who completed the survey—far more than would be expected from their percentage on the Internet overall in Turkey.  We believe that the large presence of women on this site is significant apart from this study. Those scholars and policymakers who worry about the gender divide in less developed countries should be encouraged by the parity in gender in use of this web site. It might serve as a model to increase participation of women on the Internet in other locations.

Another frame for understanding the interest in itiraf.com is the religious one. While it may seem far-fetched for people to confess sexual indiscretions in a public forum in lieu of seeing a psychologist or a religious leader, it may drive some of the use of this web site.  And the relative anonymity of the confessors provides an incentive. Given that the dominant religion in Turkey (Islam) does not accept the concept of original sin and therefore does not require private or public confession; and given that few people in Turkey go to psychologists or psychiatrists for help with their personal problems, a confession web site should be appealing to Turks. About 27% of the respondents said they agree or strongly agree with the statement that they go to the site to relieve themselves of guilt and regret—a kind of absolution from sin. More than two-thirds of the respondents have submitted at least one confession and about 16% have submitted more than five. And even if they don’t actually write confessions, more than two-thirds of the respondents say they find things in common with those who do confess.  Others discuss their confessions with people they meet on the site (22%). 

Turkey is a rapidly changing society where less than a generation ago most children did not leave their parents’ homes until they were married and now many single young men and women leave their homes to work in distant cities; where families were closely knit and are now more geographically scattered; where a much smaller proportion of the population held advanced degrees and fewer people traveled abroad for extended periods; and where overall literacy and educational levels have steadily increased.  When 1990 and 2000 census statistics are compared, dramatic increases in urbanization are observed.  In 1990, 59% of the population lived in urban areas while in 2000 that percentage had jumped to 65%. The annual population increase in the cities is 27%. Divorces have increased annually—in 1994, 28,041 couples divorced and in 1998, it had increased to 32,167. Reports of suicide in 1994 numbered 1,536 in 1994 and 1,890 in 1998.  In her study of social change in Turkey, Narli (1999, p. 20) found that political and economic changes in Turkey have resulted in a ‘confrontation between provincial/traditional and urban/modern cultures, new social classes, and the fragmentation of the conservative electorate from the 1970s onward’. Narli notes that the changes have also resulted in the creation of an environment for the growth of Islamist parties that are embraced by a variety of people in all age groups. 

The societal level changes are reflected in the move from a collectivist to an individualist society as described in the work of Geert Hofstede (1980, 2001). Hoftstede’s examination of world cultures yielded several dimensions on which cultures can be measured. One of the important ones is the individualism-collectivism dimension. The United States highly values individualism in its culture, but Turkey has traditionally held more collectivist values—whereby ‘people from birth onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, often extended families (with uncles, aunts and grandparents) which continue protecting them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty’ (Hofstede, http://spitswww.uvt.nl/web/iric/hofstede/page3.htm). Since Turkey has been classified as a society that ranks high on the collectivism dimension, it may seem odd that a web site would be so popular where individuals publicly express very individualistic values through their confessions and personal stories. However, Cileli (2000) found in her over time study of Turkish youth in Ankara that value orientations in the respondents to her survey moved from a more collectivist position to greater competitiveness and individualism. She attributed the change to an increasing orientation to a market economy in Turkey. And Aygun and Imamoglu (2002) also found support for this view in their study of the value domains of Turkish adults and university students. Their conclusions are ‘consistent with other findings that, with socioeconomic development, Turkish people tended to prefer the newly arising, self-enhancing social power, achievement related individualistic values and universal values . . .’ (p. 348).

Though none of these frames may fully explain the attraction of Turkish men and women to itiraf.com, this research has certainly shown that the major predictor of going to the site to read other people’s confessions/stories is diversion, while the major predictor of greater participation in the producing of the site or finding others through the site is the search for social interaction—two motivations that have been found in U.S.-based research and that are consistent with the individualistic society framework.  If young people are more geographically and socially isolated from their families, it makes sense that they should seek companionship and diversion in other places like an Internet community. We will certainly explore these findings in more depth in the follow up face-to-face interviews. 

 .
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Table 1
Use of Internet for Specific Activities

Percentage of respondents reporting that they Use the Internet for these Activities Frequently or or Sometimes

2003 Survey of itiraf.com users
Pew Internet & American Life Project*

Email




84.0%



92% (2003)



Messaging



56.4%



47%  (2003)

Playing Games


22.5%



39%  (2003)

Reading News



37.6%%


69%  (2003)

Local/National/International 

69.9%



n.a.

        News Awareness

Surfing



85.5%



67% (2003)

Collecting Information

81.4%



88% (2003)

Conducting Research


79.1%



n.a.

Following world events

77.5%



n.a.

Specific Subject Search

91.0%



66% for health info

 (2002)

Chatting



30.2%



25% (2002)

Doing better in Education

60.8%



53% (2002)

Finding Interesting Web sites

74.7%



n.a.

Knowing about other places in world
  60.7%


n.a.

Meeting new people


27.2%



n.a.

Listening to music


27.2%



37% (2001)

Building web sites


16.9%



19% (2002)

Having a romantic relationship
10.3%



n.a.

Viewing Pornography 

15.5%



13% (2002)

Shopping



21.4%



61% (2003)

    *http://www.pewinternet.rg/reports/chars.asp?img=Internet_Activites_10.14.03.htm

Table 2

Motivation Factors for Using itiraf.com 










Factors

I visit itiraf.com because. . . 




1
    2
    3
    4    

Factor 1. Social Interaction




I can communicate with other people



.53
    .14
    .35
    .23                   I find people to talk with about my confession

.63
    .12
    .35
    .21                   I want to see others’ reactions to my confessions

.72
    .18
    .26
    .11                   I like to talk with my friends about my confession

.67
    .06
    .12
    .10                    I want to see if my confession gets published


.77
    .24
    .13
   -.01                                                                 I like telling stories





.70
     .17
   -.00
    .08                   I want to find dates





.51
    .17
    .01
    .37

Factor 2. Diversion/Entertainment

I find it exciting





.21
    .65
    .21
    .13     I relax







.10
    .59
    .40
    .21                    I find it stimulating





.16
    .72
    .08
    .22                    I find it entertaining





.06
    .77
   -.02
    .05                       I become aware of others’ problems



.10
    .54
    .35
    .04

Factor 3. Feelings/absolution

I feel more in control





.28
    .10
    .70
    .25

I can test my personality




.15
    .15
    .80
    .17

I get rid of guilt/regret





.16
     .15
    .70
    .28

I find things in common with others’ confessions

.18
    .48
    .57
    .04

Factor 4. Pressure relief

I feel less alone





.12
    .27       .25
    .76

I get away from pressure




.13
    .24
    .32
    .75

I feel the need to talk to someone



.36
    .05
    .23
    .73

Eigenvalue






3.41
   3.03    2.82
   2.50

Variance explained





17%
    15%
    14%
    13%

Table 3

Factors Influencing Frequency of itiraf.com Use Multiple regression

Block 1

Block 2

Age



-.03


-.02

Gender



 .10**


 .06**

Educational Level

-.16**


-.09**

Social Interaction

  


 .14** 

Feelings





 .07**

Diversion





 .25**

Pressure Relief




-.02

Adj. R2=.17

**p<.01
Table 4

Factors Influencing Number of Confessions Submitted to itiraf.com 

Multiple Regression





Block 1

Block 2


Age



-.10**


-.07**

Gender



-.05


 .01

Educational Level

-.02**


 .03

Social Interaction




 .58**

Feelings





-.04

Diversion 





 .05*

Pressure relief





-.14**

Adj. R2=.28

*p<.05

**p<.01

Table 5

Factors Influencing Number of Comments Sent to itiraf.com
Multiple Regression





Block 1

Block 2

Age



 .05**


 .07**

Gender



-.07**


-.06**

Educational Level

-.05**


 .00

Social Interaction




 .46**

Feelings





-.07**

Diversion





 .04*

Pressure Relief




-.11**

Adj. R2=.17

*p<.05

**p<.01

Table 6

Factors Influencing Number of People Met Through itiraf.com

Multiple Regression






Block 1
Block 2

Age




 .03

 .04*

Gender




-.05**

-.05**

Educational Level

 
 .01

 .02

Social Interaction


 

 .33**

Feelings





-.00

Diversion





-.04

Pressure relief





-.01

Adj. R2=.10

*p<.05

**p<.01

Table 7a

Factors Influencing Frequency of Visiting itiraf.com for Domestic Users

Multiple Regression






Block 1
Block 2

Age




-.02

-.02





Gender




 .09**

 .06**

Educational Level


-.14**

-.08**

Social Interaction




 .14**

Feelings





 .06

Diversion





 .26**

Pressure relief





-.02

Adj R2=.17

**p<.01

Table7b

Factors Influencing Frequency of Visiting itiraf.com for Users from Abroad

Multiple Regression






Block 1
Block 2

Age




-.08

-.09






Gender




 .15**

 .05

Educational Level


-.27**

-.17**

Social Interaction


 

 .13*

Feelings





 .13*

Diversion





 .16**

Pressure relief





 .00

Adj. R2=.20

*p<.05

**p<.01

Table8a

Factors Influencing Number of Confessions Submitted for Domestic Users

Multiple Regression






Block 1
Block 2

Age




-.09**

-.06**

Gender




-.03

-.00

Educational Level


-.04*

 .03

Social Interaction




 .58**

 

Feelings





-.03

Diversion





 .06*

Pressure relief





-.15**

Adj. R2=.29

*p<.05

**p<.01

Table 8b

Factors Influencing Number of Confessions Submitted for Users from Abroad

Multiple Regression






Block 1
Block 2

Age




-.12*

-.13**

Gender




 .14**

 .13*

Educational Level


 .05

 .03

Social Interaction




 .54**

Feelings





-.05

Diversion





-.00

Pressure Relief




-.06

Adj. R2=.26

*p<.05

**p<.01

Table 9a

Factors Influencing Number of Comments Sent from Domestic Users

Multiple Regression






Block 1
Block 2

Age




 .06**

 .08**

Gender




-.09**

-.07**

Educational Level


-.05**

-.00

Social Interaction




 .46**

Feelings





-.06**

Diversion





 .05*

Pressure Relief  




-.13**

Adj. R2=.17

*p<.05

**p<.01

Table 9b

Factors Influencing Number of Comments Sent from Users from Abroad

Multiple Regression






Block 1
Block 2

Age




-.01

-.02





Gender




 .08

 .01

Educational Level


-.06

-.00

Social Interaction




 .43**

Feelings





-.12

Diversion





 .02


Pressure Relief




-.01

Adj. R2=.13

**p<.01

Table 10a

Factors Influencing Number of People Met through itiraf.com From Domestic Users

Multiple Regression






Block 1
Block 2

Age




 .04**

 .06**

Gender




-.06**

-.04**

Educational Level


-.02

 .02

Social Interaction


 

 .33**

Feelings





 .00

Diversion





-.04*

Pressure Relief




-.03


Adj. R2=.10


*p<.05

**p<.01

Table 10b

Factors Influencing Number of People Met through itiraf.com from Users from Abroad

Multiple Regression






Block 1
Block 2

Age




-.08

-.09

Gender




-.07

-.06

Educational Level


 .03

 .05

Social Interaction




 .31**

Feelings





-.04

Diversion





-.03

Pressure Relief




 .13

Adj. R2=.11

 **p<.01
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