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Abstract

In this conversation, Dr. Eun-Ju Lee elaborated on her research trajectory and theoretical
development from Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) to media psychology, while
offering critical reflections on the challenges posed by Al and emerging technologies. Dr.
Lee presented the “Authenticity Model of CMC” and its derivative, the “Integrative Model
of Human-Machine Communication” , seeking to integrate traditional and contemporary

theoretical frameworks to elucidate individuals’ perceptions of authenticity in technologically

1. Jih-Hsuan Tammy Lin is a distinguished professor in the College of Communication at
National Chengchi University. Email: tammylin@nccu.edu.tw.

2. Yu-Ting Chang holds a master’s degree from the College of Communication at National
Chengchi University.
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mediated content. Furthermore, she provided valuable guidance to early-career scholars,
emphasizing the importance of initiating research from theoretical inquiries rather than
merely following technological trends. She also underscored the significance of systematic
knowledge accumulation and shared her experiences as a distinguished female scholar on the

international stage.

Introduction to Dr. Eun-Ju Lee

Dr. Eun-Ju Lee is a renowned scholar in the field of media psychology, with research
expertise in Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC), human-computer interaction, and
Al communication. She is currently a Professor in the Department of Communication and the
Director of the Center for Trustworthy Al at Seoul National University. She has previously
served as the President of the International Communication Association (ICA) and Editor-in-
Chief of Human Communication Research (HCR). Her article, “Minding the source: toward
an integrative theory of human—machine communication” has received the Best Journal

Article Award from ICA 2025.

EJL: Eun-Ju Lee
JHL: Jih-Hsuan Tammy Lin
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JHL : Could you briefly outline the main theoretical frameworks you have developed
thus far? For example, your work includes specific models related to artificial
intelligence, as well as a distinct research trajectory addressing news credibility
and trust.

EJL : It’s only very recently that I started working on developing a theoretical model,
instead of reporting empirical findings from individual research projects. The
first one was published in the special issue of the Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication in 2020. And the second one was published in the special issue of
Human Communication Research earlier this year. Both special issues are dedicated
to developing new theories—the JCMC special issue is about the past, the present,
and the future of computer mediated communication while the HCR one is about
rethinking communication theory, as the Journal celebrates its 50th anniversary. In
particular, it invited communication scholars to respond, “What type of questions
should we ask for the next 50 years?”

When [ was at UC Davis as a faculty member, I studied Computer-Mediated
Communication mostly in the context of one-to-one interaction or a small group
setting. As soon as I returned to South Korea, I was intrigued by the user comments
on internet news sites as an emerging social phenomenon, which was not that
common in the United States back then. We used to talk about what we read in the
newspaper or watched on TV with our friends and family members, but with the
advent of the internet, complete strangers could talk about news topics and current
affairs. And that seemed to change our news experience more or less substantially.
Then people started using SNSs and communication researchers studied how
individuals form impressions, develop and maintain relationships on the nascent
platforms, but I was curious how politicians’ SNS use affects public perceptions, as
a new form of public campaign that fosters parasocial relationship. After that I began
to examine mis,~disinformation, investigating when and why people fall for online

falsehoods.
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“Authenticity Model” is developed based on the insights | gained from these
lines of research. Several theories and models had been proposed to understand and
explain CMC from interpersonal communication perspectives, but I couldn’t find
equivalent theoretical models for mass-directed computer mediated communication,
such as user comments and celebrities SNS use. | wanted to fill this gap.

The second one—we can call it “Minding the Source Model™” for now—is a
spin-off from the authenticity model. It’s, more specialized in the context of human-
machine interaction, but the underlying ideas are not too different. Here, mindlessness
takes the center stage because that’s the key explanation for the computers are social
actors paradigm, a dominant theoretical framework in the HCI literature.

According to the CASA paradigm, we are mindless when interacting with
computers so we exhibit social responses to machines, treating them as if they were
humans. That was a sort of Bible-like principle that has framed and guided human
computer interaction research in our field. But recently, this concept, machine
heuristic, has become very prominent in any human-machine communication
research. What piqued my interest was the apparent incompatibility between the two
approaches. When we invoke machine heuristic as an explanation for the findings
in human-machine communication studies, it is to explain the difference between
how people process, evaluate, and respond to human-generated versus machine-
generated outputs. On other hand, the CASA paradigm’s main thesis is that the
way people respond to computers is fundamentally social, and not different from
the way people treat other people. So, if you compare these two ideas vis-a-vis,
they contradict each other. After all, heuristics are more likely to influence message
processing when people engage in less effortful cognitive processes. If so, machine

heuristic should amplify the differences between humans and machines when people

3. Eun-Ju Lee received the 2025 Oustanding Article Award at the International

Communication Association (ICA). The title of the article is “Minding the source: toward
an integrative theory of human—machine communication.”
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are mindless, directly countering the CASA paradigm. I wanted to reconcile this
incompatibility by proposing a theoretical model that considers mindfulness of the
source as a conditional moderator that activates machine heuristic only under certain
circumstances, namely when individuals’ expectancy is not confirmed.

Although this model and the authenticity model were developed in light of
some previous findings, now they need to be empirically tested and validated. After
publishing them, I became really anxious about how other researchers would respond
to them Of course, | want them to be supported by empirical evidence, but if not,
that’s still fine. I’ll then have to explain which part of the model does’t work and why.
It does take much courage to propose a model or theory that can be falsified—you
should have the courage to be proven wrong.

JHL : As a distinguished scholar, you have the advantage of viewing matters from a
broader perspective. Given your demanding schedule, besides your reviewing
responsibilities, how do you maintain a consistent habit of reading scholarly
articles? We would greatly appreciate your insights on this.

EJL : Developing a new course or constantly updating an existing one can help you keep
up with the latest research in your areas. You can assign the articles that you wanted
to read, but didn’t have time to read. That way, you can integrate teaching and
researching, so your research informs your teaching and vice versa.

JHL : As early-career scholars conducting extensive research in technology, we
often find ourselves captivated by numerous emerging features and trends.
This makes it challenging for us to systematically investigate and build upon
a coherent series of research questions. Given your expertise, could you offer
advice to young researchers on how to cultivate a systematic approach in their
work, eventually enabling higher-level insights to emerge and leading to the
development of robust theoretical models?

EJL : I think if you keep asking theory-driven questions, then you’ll eventually be able

to see beyond the specific findings and connect the dots. Like snowballing, it
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is very difficult at the beginning and your research productivity might suffer as
compared to those who just mix and match a limited set of variables. I’m not talking
about the variable-centered approach, which is often contrasted with the medium-
centered approach. To understand, explain, and predict the effects and consequences
of technology use, we need to analyze various attributes of a given medium or
technology rather than treating it as a monolithic entity. What I dislike is when
people create a laundry list of variables and test different combinations of variables
without sufficient theorizing. It may help increase the number of publications, but
not necessarily advance our understanding of the world. In fact, I feel the same about
using moderated mediation models with no compelling rationales for why such
relationships are suspected or expected to begin with.

JHL | We understand that the affordance-based approach emphasizes the use
of theoretical constructs to systematically organize features, rather than
simply focusing on features themselves. In your view, what practices can we
adopt to encourage more systematic and theory-driven discussions within
scholarly publishing? Given the proliferation of journals and the increasing
frequency of rapidly produced articles employing statistical models, such as
moderation or mediation analyses, without clear theoretical justifications, what
recommendations would you offer to foster healthier scholarly practices and
promote more meaningful theoretical development in our field?

EJL © 1 have to foreground my response saying that I don’t claim to know the answer. But
let me briefly share my personal experience. I was fortunate to have great mentors.
I learned a lot from my doctoral advisor Cliff Nass, and I had another mentor,
Professor Berger. He would casually stop by my office on his way home and we
would talk for an hour about research topics, statistical analyses, nasty reviewers’
comments, and the like. I understand that not everyone is as lucky as I was, but |
learned a lot by simply observing great scholars nearby.

Speaking of new technologies, although they have specific features that are
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unprecedented, we shouldn’t be fixated on the surface level affordances. Instead, we
should dig deeper and find the linkage between our current research and what we
already know. Take Al-generated news, for example. Rather than merely reporting
which one’s evaluated better, Al-written or human-written article, you can situate
the study in the rich tradition of hostile media perception research, asking how the
source identity might affect its operation. Such attempts that focus on key theoretical
constructs, rather than fancy technical features, can help us better understand how
technological advancements may or may not alter communication processes and
outcomes as we know them—what changes and what remains the same.

JHL . Do you have any recommendations for researchers aspiring to follow in your
footsteps and become distinguished scholars? Given the abundance of emerging
topics and the rapid evolution of scholarly trends each year, what guidance can
you offer on navigating these dynamics effectively, building impactful research
trajectories, and cultivating excellence as scholars?

EJL © T was lucky. It’s not like I had a vision, or a forward-looking mindset. Quite
contrarily, my research program has evolved as a series of responses to the demands
of my situation. [ had absolutely no idea what human-computer interaction was when
I joined the Stanford PhD program. I originally wanted to study communication
law but the professor specialized in that area had left Stanford just months before I
arrived. So I had to find a new advisor and learned about Cliff’s research program—
it was called Social Responses to Communication Technology (SRCT). That’s how
I was introduced to HCI research, which I found fascinating. At the same time, I
still wanted to examine human communication processes more deeply rather than
applying communication or psychology theories to a different context, so I chose to
compare HCI and CMC in my dissertation.

When I joined UC Davis as an assistant professor, I was explicitly told that I
had to publish in communication journals, not conference proceedings. So I started

focusing more on CMC, developing a research program in line with the social
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identity model of deindividuation (SIDE), while continuing with HCI research to
lesser degrees.

After coming back to Seoul National University, I was given no lab space, so
had to move to online experiments. The transition wasn’t too difficult for me, because
I found enough interesting online communication behaviors, such as user comments
on news sites as an instance of mass-interpersonal convergence and politicians’
social media use as an extension of parasocial interaction. Because | was always
interested in identifying and explaining underlying mechanisms and theoretical
principles, changing the research settings was not only doable, but also opened a new
opportunity for me to develop a theoretical model that addresses the existing gap—
that is, mass-oriented CMC. One of my favorite quotes is

“Luck is what happens when opportunity meets preparedness.”

JHL . We are genuinely proud to see you represent Asian female scholars in your role
as president of ICA. As you’ve previously shared, your leadership has inspired
many young scholars, particularly women and Asian researchers. Could you
offer some words of encouragement or suggestions for emerging scholars on how
they can draw inspiration from your journey and pursue excellence following
your example?

EJL © Honestly, I never imagined that I’d become the president of ICA. I never thought
about becoming the editor-in-chief of HCR. Even at this moment I would be thrilled
to have my paper published in HCR, so editing that prestigious journal never
occurred to me.

Then how did it happen? There’s one thing I am genuinely proud of—
that I was never late with journal reviews. Because I knew how time-pressured
junior researchers are, I gave it my highest priority and tried to provide thoughtful
comments. Then the journal editors started inviting me to the editorial board, and
then appointed me as associate editor, and eventually editor-in-chief.

I don’t think I would’ve been elected as ICA president had I stayed at UC-Davis.
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ICA is strongly committed to IDEA—inclusion, diversity, equity, and access—
and I was nominated to represent Asian communication scholars in our community.
While extremely flattered, I was scared, too. I felt utterly unprepared and inadequate.
Still, T accepted the nomination because I wanted to be a precedent for our students
and emerging scholars. I wanted to be a role model—not someone others aspire to

imitate, but someone who make people think, “If she can do it, maybe I can, too!”
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