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Abstract

The purpose of this research was to unpack the reasons why people engage in
varying levels of online collaboration in a self selected group. The research
investigated (1) the role of online interaction platforms, (2) participants’ perceived
constraints on, and enablers of online collaboration in order to answer the main
research question on (3) how leaders and lurkers deconstructed the online

experiences underlying their differing participation levels.

An action research methodology was adopted to study how a virtual group
evolved. Four iterations of the action research cycle, each building on previous
learning, describe the online group’s activities “following the actors” through the

emergence and establishment of the online actor-network.

Participants adopted a distributed email listserve to support initial online group
collaboration and a web-based discussion forum to grow the actor-network.
Thematic analysis of postings outlined seven main themes, translated as either
constraining (time and trust), or enabling online collaboration (beliefs on the value
of networking, success aspirations, community belonging, communication

channels, storytelling and online trust building).

A narrative framework was developed to collect and analyse participants’ stories
and motives. Self-selected leaders and lurkers constructed different online

practice. In narrative terms, leaders experienced most ‘unique outcomes’ by

X



experiencing and storying online communication skills previously unknown to
them. Additionally, leaders emphasised ‘social entrepreneurship’ motivation to
contribute towards their country’s growth and proposed ‘temporal virtual

consultations’ as an alternative to conventional conceptions of online groups.

Lurkers, on the other hand, were divided about the value of ‘virtual networking’ in
extending business networks. A novel lurking experience was coined ‘silent
commitment’ describing reluctance to participate online contrasting with high face

to face involvement.

A ‘virtual leadership’ model was developed integrating the findings to illustrate
the contribution of individual self-selected virtual leaders in building social
capital. This model illustrates how virtual leaders built online collective capacity

constructing an ‘archetypal’ online narrative.



Chapter 1:  Introduction

In recent years, many countries have emphasised innovation as a means to
increasing the wealth of their citizens and the strength of their economies
(Leadbeater, 2000). Most innovation-enhancing initiatives focus on business
information-sharing as a key strategy. To enhance information-sharing and
consequently increase the success rate of new business ventures, a number of
collaboration and networking methods are being explored (Osterle, Fleisch, & Alt,
2001). These collaborations increasingly rely on novel information and
communication technologies such as computer-mediated communication methods

(Brown, 2001) amongst individuals engaged in increasingly complex networks.

This action research project followed a network of 54 emerging online innovators.
Firstly, two groups of participants interacted in two different online environments,
and the emerging faction was monitored throughout the planning and
establishment stages of an online group. Its activities resulted in the formation of
the Innovators’ Online Network (ION) group that subsequently described itself as
a “synergistic community of individuals and their professional networks which
streamlines access to people, knowledge and capital, accelerating New Zealand’s

innovators towards business success”.

The thesis describes how participants perceived barriers to and enablers of
collaboration as the group formed online. It also documents participants’ online

experiences. The participants’ narratives were also analysed, thus providing
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insights into the reasoning and motives of the self-selected leaders and ‘lurkers’

b

viz. those not actively participating in online discussions.

1.1 Statement of the problem and research questions

Much research has investigated online environments (Hinds & Kiesler, 2002). A
great deal of this studied how emerging communication technologies supported
patterns of communication in online groups (DeSanctis & Fulk, 1999). Three
types of online groups are relevant to the present research: virtual teams, online

communities and self-selected groups.

“Virtual team” include workers belonging to either the same organisation, or
those collaborating across different organisations to accomplish a specific task
(Gibson & Cohen, 2003b). Online communities of “voluntary participants”, that is
not in a work setting, coming together around common interests or ideas. The
sphere of action of these online communities is either social or, as in the case of

Communities of Practice, professional (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 2001).

These different types of online workgroups and communities vary in the type of
leadership that directs them (Lewis Tyran, Tyran, & Shepherd, 2003).
Participation levels vary from ‘lurkers’, who read others’ contributions but do not
directly contribute to the group (Nonnecke & Preece, 2003), to recognised leaders
who actively motivate the groups (Pauleen & Yoong, 2001a), helping it move in

specific directions. Social science researchers have studied online leadership
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competencies in these two online group types. Although lurkers form the great
majority of online community members, there are relatively few empirical studies
about them (Nonnecke & Preece, 2000). Lurkers were naturally more challenging
subjects to study, being ‘invisible’, but also their role has often been considered

less important within the online groups (Rafaeli, Gilad, & Soroka, 2004).

A third type of online group has been less studied: self-selected groups of people
from multiple organisations that form online in order to collaborate around
business-related issues (Gibson & Cohen, 2003b). These groups do not evolve
around a pre-identified person that will lead them toward their aim; rather their
leaders emerge together as the group itself does. There is a dearth of empirical
evidence relating to the experiences of participants in such self-organised groups.
A second gap in the extant literature concerns a particular type of leader — leaders
who self-select and rise in online environments (Bryman, 2004). Research in this
area could be informative in terms of online leadership as well as the general

fields of enquiry that are concerned with online interaction.

This type of research encounters two types of challenges. The first challenge is
that it is, by definition, difficult to document the rise of self selected leaders who
use the online environment to build their leadership capability. This is often a
spontaneous occurrence, as opposed to a planned one, hence accumulating
meaningful data on the topic is arduous. The second type of challenge concerns

collecting research material on some of these leaders’ followers. While online
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communities have been extensively studied and surveyed, it is typically hard to
collect meaningful information on, let alone interview, lurkers because they are
not easily identifiable. Understanding lurkers’ motivation to lurk, however, would

be extremely valuable, if we seek to engage more people in online fora.

It is with these challenges in mind that this research was planned. The research
was conceived as one means to generate researchable data on two types of online
participants that are typically difficult to study. Following an Action Research
model designed by Yoong and Galluppe (2001) to generate empirical data on
particular online group processes, the present research set out to answer questions
about online leaders and lurkers. This is an important topic for consideration also
because of the potential leverage effect of online leadership as a social capital

building agency (Nahapiet & Goshal, 1998).

The overall purpose of this research was to unpack the reasons why people engage
in varying levels of online collaboration in a self selected group. To achieve this
objective two research questions addressed (1) the role of online interaction
platforms; (2) participants’ perceived constraints or enablers of online
collaboration. These laid the foundation for the main research question (3) how do
leaders and lurkers differ in deconstructing their online experiences?

The first two questions first resolved the issue of what online collaboration
platform participants would choose to interact on and secondly how leaders were

to be identified. Lurkers were a second group that was of interest in the present
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research. Leaders and lurkers were asked to describe the online experiences
underlying their differing participation levels. The thesis describes an action
research whereby the researcher established a virtual group, which later evolved
into the “Innovators Online Network™ and studied its development. Five iterations
of the action research cycle, each building on previous learning, describe the
online group’s activities “following the actors” through the emergence and

establishment of the online network.

The first research question was: “In what ways is group emergence impacted by
different online discussion platforms?” In order to address this question, two
different online environments were created, in which innovators could participate,

and activity on each platform was traced.

The second research question was: “What do participants perceive to be the
factors that enable or constrain online collaboration?”” In order to address this
question, data were generated by designing a number of situations in various
online and face to face settings for discussions to take place and these discussions

were analysed.

The third research question was: “How do online leaders and lurkers differ in
deconstructing their online experience?” This question was answered through

analyses of individual interviews.
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1.2 Online collaboration in the New Zealand context

Experts agree that developing business collaboration is a priority in the current
New Zealand economic environment. For example, Christie (2002) argued that
New Zealand needs to make an unparalleled effort to support collaboration, as
well as networking nationally and internationally in order to reap the potential
benefits of the “Knowledge Wave”. Concepts of innovation and collaboration are
frequently mentioned concurrently in official sources such as the government’s
policy framework, “Growing an Innovative New Zealand”, emphasising three key
elements: strengthening the economic foundations, investing in innovation, talent
and global connectedness and focussing sectoral policies on the bio-technology,
ICT and creative sectors (Growth and Innovation Framework, February 2002).
The need for global connectedness brings to the forefront the role of electronic as
well as conventional networks, connecting New Zealand innovators to their
international colleagues and clients. New Zealand needs to overcome at least two
types of obstacles in this domain: closing its “entrepreneurial gap” and

encouraging its professional networks development.

A recent study found that, although New Zealand was rated as the world leader in
entrepreneurial activity, its entrepreneurs’ aspirations towards success are modest,
and their survival rates are low to moderate (Frederick & Carswell, 2001). This
phenomenon was labelled by the authors as an “entrepreneurial gap”. Both these
obstacles would benefit from these individuals being assisted to develop networks

for peer and expert support, encouragement and help. Results from studies of
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ongoing successful companies of various sizes show that small New Zealand
entrepreneurial firms who networked either formally or informally, increased
international marketing activities (Covielo & Munro, 1995). The value of
networking could thus point towards possible solutions to the entrepreneurial gap.
The Competitive Advantage New Zealand project (CANZ) additionally showed
that successful established companies overcome limitations of size, distance,
technology, production and marketing skills through the extensive use of
networks of business partners (Campbell-Hunt et al., 2001). In a similar vein,
another New Zealand wide scale survey (Clark et al., 2001) confirmed that local
business could greatly benefit from new networking opportunities and that an
increase in networking activities is in line with their strategic aspirations. This
follows worldwide similar trends (Brown, 2001; Brown & Duguid, 2000).
Christie (2002) concluded that collaboration and networking activities are
identifiable as critical to the success of New Zealand businesses and, by
extension, to its economic prosperity. Christie argued that “there is a need for
facilitators or brokers to assist people to form clusters, network across networks,
and become skilled collaborators. We have to be more active in bringing players

together”. (p. 21)

The other obstacle in New Zealand reaping the fruits from developed networks is
pointed out by Davenport (2001), who explained that complex working
environment networks have been damaged in the past decade by successive re-

organisations. This flurry of re-organising activities has also had an inhibiting
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effect on the practices and processes of the New Zealand business environment,
affecting entire networks of relationships over a short period of time. Since some
networking channels have to be re-built anyhow, it seems an appropriate point in
time to introduce networking platforms using alternative communication modes,
such as online ones. Finally, since networking patterns are built over time, it is
crucial to allow for sufficient observation and recording of the resulting
phenomena (Aldrich & Zimmer, 1986; Gilmore & Carson, 1996; Orlikovski &

Baroudi, 1991).

Hamessing the power of the Internet towards network building is another
challenge to overcome. Most start-up businesses make (minimal) use of the
Internet, principally to collect or disseminate information or exchange email
communications (Clark et al., 2001). Major web sites sponsored by government,

for instance www.bizinfo.co.nz, www.businessnz.org.nz, or

www.ecommerce.govt.nz), provide information for innovators and entrepreneurs.

This information may include lists of useful addresses, articles on topics of
interest such as human resource practices, marketing, financial news and even
networking. In some instances, they provide bulletin boards where participants
can post certain requests, such as about selling and buying goods or services.
Relatively few websites however, offer wide-ranging interactive capabilities or
enable ongoing interactions between participants, such as discussion fora. Firstly,
there are financial reasons for this: maintaining interactivity online necessitates

significant human resources. Secondly, there are political reasons reflected in the
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problematics of controlling contents of online fora. Thirdly, there is a ‘credibility’
element: government bodies would need to see evidence of the value added to the

New Zealand innovation scene of having interactive sites.

Focus to the present research, the Virtual Networking Project was initiated to
address the aforementioned obstacles. The project offered innovators an
interactive medium providing both information and peer support. The project
aimed to assist New Zealand innovators strengthen regional and national networks
and access global networks, thus enhancing survival rate and success of
innovation ventures. The project offered innovators novel ways of interacting and
networking in an online community of practice, through facilitated peer support,
mentoring and expert advice. The overall intention was to optimise their chances
of success and minimize the entrepreneurial gap (Frederick & Carswell, 2001),
thus increasing the survival rate of their businesses. Research accompanied
network emergence, collecting data as the project unfolded. The economic goal of
the project was to assist in creating more business opportunities for New Zealand
through connections with global networks to facilitate the sourcing of New
Zealand intellectual property, knowledge and resources. It was thought that this
greater objective could be advanced by creating smaller networks for innovators,
entrepreneurs, businesspeople, policy makers and professionals. This would be
applied at both national and regional levels, thus facilitating delivery of expert aid
as well as peer support. On a societal level, this was the first project of its kind,

providing a platform where collaborative patterns were able to emerge in an



Chapter 1: Introduction

environment more typically characterized by competition. A deeper understanding
of novel collaboration pathways would be useful if implemented during
innovation networks development. While collaboration and connectedness are
very often mentioned in innovation circles, there is less attention given to the
question as to whether the knowledge workers who are meant to build and
populate these networks have the necessary mix of skills. These would include
social and technical skills, and determine what their motivations to partake in
online groups. There is little recognition that the knowledge on how to initiate and
maintain these networks remains to be developed. Since there were no other
online fora for innovators in New Zealand when this study was commenced, one

had to first be created.

This research was planned with the intention of adding to the body of existing
knowledge as described below. It used a unique combination of research and
analyses methods as follows: Action research provided a robust and rigorous, yet
flexible procedure that could be adapted to the changing needs of the group as it
developed. An Actor-Network Theory (Callon, 1986a) provided the framework to
follow the emergence of this particular group and identify the role each actor
played. This allowed for, in particular, early identification of some of the more
silent participants often described as ‘lurkers’. Lurkers are generally difficult to
trace, let alone interview, using more traditional research methods. A third
research method, narrative interviewing (White & Epston, 1990), allowed for

complementing participants’ ‘public’ reflections, as posted in online discussions,

10
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with more personal ones, as expressed in individual interviews. This was
conducted through a guided process of retrospective analyses of their motivations
for participating in the online group. Finally, narrative analysis provided new
information as to the motivations of actors for the roles they chose to play: why
did the leaders choose to lead and was ‘lurking’ a choice or simply a lack of

commitment?

11
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The purpose of this research was to examine why people engage in varying levels
of online collaboration in a self selected group. To achieve this objective research
questions addressed (1) the role of online interaction platforms; (2) participants’
perceived constraints or conversely enablers of online collaboration and (3) how
leaders and lurkers describe the online experiences underlying their differing
participation levels. This chapter will review the main concepts relevant to such
study. First the literature on human collaboration in the organisational context is
reviewed and it is shown how the organisational discourse of collaboration has
somewhat evolved in past decades. Section 2.2 follows, reviewing empirical
research on the emergence of online teams, focusing on groups interacting and
learning in different virtual environments within the working or learning
environments and in online communities, where participants volunteer to
collaborate. The section will review findings on factors that enable or constrain
online collaboration in the aforementioned environments and formed the basis for
formulating the second research question regarding factors perceived to enable or
constrain online collaboration. The section also reviews how technology can
either enable or constrain online collaboration thus leading to the formulation of
the first research question regarding the impact of different discussion platforms
upon group emergence. Section 2.3 reviews the literature reporting how
participants of online groups have articulated their motives for, and their

perceptions of the advantages to participating in such groups. Little is known
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about ‘virtual leaders’, and much of the literature addresses virtual leaders within
pre-existing teams. Similarly, more research needs to be carried out on ‘lurkers’
who are, by definition, silent in online discussions, hence difficult to study. This
led to the formulation of the third research question as to how leaders and lurkers
describe the online experiences underlying their differential participation levels.
Section 2.4 follows with the description of the Actor-Network Theory used in this
research to explore some fundamental choices that online self-emerging groups
have to make early on in their development and how they reach their decisions.

This section therefore completes our approach to the second research question.

2.1 Background: the organisational discourse of collaboration

The 20th century witnessed the culmination of the industrial revolution and with it
the emphasis on production factors, individual success, company growth and
revenue based on the commercialisation of industrialised goods and services.
Discourse about success often also emphasised fierce competition between
companies. Even competition between individuals within the same companies
often prevailed, and was seen as a positive force contributing to setting high
competitive standards (Pralahad, 1998). This competition paradigm permeated
many levels of Western society, glorifying individual success. The language used
to describe, analyse and inspire simultaneously reflected the competition model
and reinforced it. Metaphors portrayed competition as positive and necessary and
collaboration as dangerous: ‘beat the competition’, ‘compete or perish’, ‘our

knowledge is our power’. Borrowing from war language, discourse played a
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central role in perpetuating the myths of individualism as opposed to collectivism
in the business ‘arena’ - the place where businesses fought each other. The

competition model also offered fertile grounds for the development of feelings of
isolation amongst groups of people such as innovators (Carroll, 2002) since novel

ideas would be prime targets for competitors.

Some contemporary economists refer to this past model as the ‘old economy’, in
contrast to the ‘new economy’. Descriptions of the differences between old and
new economy stress a profound dichotomy between their organisational
structures, respectively hierarchic and bureaucratic vs. networked and
entrepreneurial, and in their relations with other firms, respectively competitive
vs. collaborative (Thurow, 1998). Critics of the new economy concepts propose
that the ‘new economy’ was invented by the ‘Wall Street fraternity’ often
exaggerating the benefits of technology to justify the artificial growth of certain

sectors (Madrick, 2000).

Borgman (2000) proposed a middle view that counteracted the view that changes
in information technology will either revolutionise relationships between people,
or that these changes are merely evolutionary and that networked information
technology will eventually become integrated in business and personal practices
just as earlier information technologies. Borgman rather views these changes as
co-evolutionary, and theorises that novel technologies and perceived needs

evolve, building on each other in a balancing act, between effort and reward. She
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adds that adoption processes may happen in ways unanticipated by the architects
of these technologies and that is it impossible to predict longer term effects on
communication of these changes — hence the importance of researching them in
different contexts. Whilst the competition model still lives on, a different
discourse is heard also emphasising that no one individual or company — as big as
it may be — can master the complexities of the innovation process single-handedly.
Rather, forming alliances and partnerships with selected others is evolving into a

sound basis for a success model (McIntosh, 2003).

Jablin and Sias (2000) added that moves toward globalisation have had significant
implications for communication competence at the organisational level. The
development of informal communication networks may impact communication
competence amongst entire groups of people within or between organisations that
may or may not be included in these communication networks. Another
manifestation of the popularity of the ‘collaboration model’ is the flurry of
geographic or conceptual clusters being set up worldwide to provide a new (and
implicitly ‘safer’) stage for collaboration against global competitors (Brown &

Duguid, 2000).

Empirical studies increasingly report collaboration as an essential ingredient in
business success. Peled (2001), for example, researched how groups of
individuals facilitate innovation processes in their expertise domain. Innovation is

described as an idea perceived to be new to a particular person or group (Rogers,
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1995). Peled studied nine cases of innovative processes in organisations, including
one in New Zealand. He distinguished three phases of the innovation process
(network, coalition and institution). He outlined the importance of the networking
stage as laying the foundations for the future of the project — a stage during which
like-minded individuals locate each other and form a network to promote the ideas
they share. After some initial contact and trust building, they look to recruit new
individuals to widen the knowledge base of their group. Thus the outcome of the
project depends on basic networking and “politicking” (p. 184) of the early
players in the innovation process and the study of innovation needs to account for

the players’ interactions.

In summary, organisational discourse has shifted from discouraging collaboration
to emphasising collaboration across organisations. Yet the collaboration model is
neither yet explicit nor well enough documented. Research spanning across
international borders has revealed, however, that projects’ outcomes were
dependent on basic networking of the early players in the innovation process.
Hence, the study of innovation is necessarily the study of players’ interactions.
This is one reason for the focus of the present research. Given the central role of
collaboration and networking in innovation processes, as developed above, the
exploration of online environments in which workers can interact and collaborate

becomes critical.
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2.2  Online collaboration

The previous section established that discourse around collaboration is evolving,
placing it at the core of sound business practices. Given that the purpose of this
thesis is to examine why people engage in varying levels of online collaboration
in a self selected group, it is important to consider what body of knowledge has
been accumulated about online collaboration. The first part of the section will
review research conducted on work-related computer mediated groups; the second
part will describe research conducted within online communities that self-selected
and self-formed and the third part will review the literature relating to barriers and

enablers of online collaboration.

2.2.1 Computer-Supported Collaborative Workgroups

This section will show how studies addressing computer-supported Collaborative
Workgroups (CSCW) describe enablers and constraints of online collaboration as
evolving from work-related tasks, as well as taking into account data from the
social domain. Collaborative activities, by definition, involve more than one
participant, and central to their quality is the relationship between the work of
individuals and the group in its entirety. Concepts of ‘collaboration’ and
‘cooperation’ are central to this field of enquiry and refer to the activities of
participants who work together to produce a product or service (Bannon &

Schmidt, 1989).
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CSCW research developed from the need of workplace teams to collaborate in
increasingly more complex environments and operating from geographically
distant locations (McQueen, 1999; Shadbolt & Burton, 1995). Historically,
computers entered the organisation world through the considerable changes
brought about by the introduction of mainframes. Whilst the first models involved
colossal machines, it took some time before computers could actually take on
significant task loads from humans. Grudin (1994a) notes, in a review of the
development of CSCW research that, while the 1960s were characterised by the
rise of the mainframes, these were only programmed to take on relatively simple
tasks such as airline bookings. The 1970s saw the development of mini-computers
and with them the possibility of connecting many people working together as
never before possible. Grudin (1994a) distinguished between two currents of
research within the CSCW research field. The first wave of research addressed
Information Systems (dealing with complex networks of users) and the second
focussed on complex small-group applications (dealing with smaller networks of
users and by extension, more accessible and cheaper underlying technology to
support their communication). Small-group applications, most relevant to the
purpose of the present review, are construed as specifically designed to bring
people together that need to communicate as part of their tasks; hence researchers
in this field have studied communication outcomes as part of the evaluation of the

software (Grudin, 1994b).
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Optimising collaboration and enabling virtual groups to complete their defined
tasks is a major focus for project managers, especially since most organisations
today have online components (DeSanctis & Monge, 1998). Moreover, these need
to be taken into consideration at all levels of planning. Computer supported
collaboration, such as in the case of project management tasks, has been shown to
help avoid redundancy in such work groups (Malone & Crowston, 1994). The
value that computer supported collaboration can add through effective
coordination, however, depends on communication mechanisms that principally
use combinations of two fundamental human skills: the first is direct
communication with other participants and the second is indirect communication
in the form of manipulation of shared artefacts (Schlichter, Koch, & Biirger,
1997). The latter will be further developed in section 2.4 of the literature review
as ‘artefact’ manipulation within an actor-network becomes a topic for enquiry in

itself.

DeSanctis and Monge (1998) offered initial research contributions in the realm of
constraining characteristics of computer mediated communication, as they first
described some aspects of it as inferior to face to face communication in the
completion of certain tasks. They queried the future role of virtual networks as
compared to face to face personal relationships. This was particularly salient in
the area of consensus formation (DeSanctis & Monge, 1998) and in the more
general area of message understanding, for instance in establishing shared

meaning of information and managing the feedback process in discussions
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(DeSanctis & Monge, 1999). In addition, DeSanctis and Monge (1998) showed
that computer mediated groups generally scored low on communication efficiency
— because they typically took longer time to complete tasks, as opposed to groups

who interacted face to face.

An additional constraint of computer mediated communication projects was
brought about by the way they were presented to end users. Researchers came to
recognise the mediating impact of social variables in project outcomes through
analyses of failures and successes of implementation of computer-supported
collaborative projects (Rafaeli, 1988). Kling (1999) described implementation
failures caused by planning that did not appropriately take human or
organisational dynamics into consideration. He related how two major consulting
companies got opposite results from the implementation of groupware packages
(software that support group interaction) because one held the technology as the
main impetus for change implementation while the other presented it purely as a
means to the end of achieving better human performances. The former company
did not take into account that learning the new system was not billable time for
their staff, hence used sporadically. The latter, on the other hand, first
implemented a “human organisational intelligence system” introduced as people-
centred for which the technology was only presented as an information support
system and was, as a result, widely used. Research in the last decades supported
the proposition that technology-focused projects fail, whereas people-focus

projects have better chances to succeed (Gibson & Cohen, 2003b; Kling, 1999).
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As a result, more recent trends of CSCW projects frame technology simply as a
means of helping people achieve their objectives and re-instate the primary focus

of collaborative research on people (Gibson & Cohen, 2003a).

The study of virtual teams outlined another social issue of relevance here - that the
leadership of geographically distributed teams was facing a novel challenge.
Virtual teams, at the core of these studies, are defined as such if they possess the
three following attributes (Gibson & Cohen, 2003b).

“It is a functioning team — a collection of individuals who

are interdependent in their tasks, share responsibility for

outcomes .... the members of the team are geographically

dispersed (and) the team relies on technology-mediated

communications rather than face to face interaction to

accomplish their task (p. 4)

Virtual teams operate in the context of organisations where collaboration to
achieve certain is mostly predetermined by the organisation’s aims. Leaders of
geographically distributed teams need to address multi-level tasks involving
coordination of workers and communication of complex messages through new
media. Studies of virtual teams brought about issues of “virtual leadership”, a
novel phenomenon under scrutiny and issues of how such leaders motivate their
teams through online channels (Gibson & Cohen, 2003a). Research on virtual

leaders will be addressed in section 2.3.2 of the literature review. CSCW
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researchers also recognise the importance of documenting the processes of
building online environments and of choosing the technology to best fulfil the

group’s aims. This will be addressed in section 2.4.3 of the literature review.

In summary, CSCW research focused on studying virtual participation in the
workplace studying groups which, by definition, functioned within organisational
constraints. Research findings in this field first described computer mediated
communication as inferior to face to face alternatives and potentially heavily
sensitive to social influences that are not always obvious. One such example is the
contribution of this research field in describing group attributes such as the quality
of their decision-making and the implementation of technical solutions to increase
efficiency in achieving given tasks. However, once the impact of social issues was
acknowledged this allowed the CSCW research field to make significant
contributions in describing initial constraints and exploring ways to transform
them into potent enablers of virtual communication. This was achieved through
early CSCW systematic study and field experiments leading to the design and trial
of technical solutions to overcome early problems. Since studies of
implementations of Information and Technology projects emphasise that such
projects should be planned and performed as ‘people’ projects, as opposed to
‘technology’ projects. This teaches that the needs of the participants should be of
primary focus in the development of the research program in, for instance, giving
participants the opportunity to decide which online communication platform they

wish to use, instead of imposing one. How to implement this within the unfolding
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processes of group emergence is not well documented and requires further input
from other field. One such field encompasses within it the study of online

communities.

2.2.2 Online communities

Given that the purpose of the thesis was to examine why people engage in varying
levels of online collaboration, the previous section focused on studying workplace
online collaboration. The goal of this section is to review the research related to
online communities - where participation in virtual interaction is a choice of the
individual, as opposed to a work requirement. What are the characteristics of
online experiences of voluntary online participants? Online community research
also investigates a second stream of research, namely to what extent the skills that
need to be acquired to effectively interact online are technical skills or rather
complex communication skills. In the former case, training on how to use the
equipment should suffice to produce online communicators. In the latter case a
whole array of collaboration skills need to be mastered through computer

mediated networking.

Online communities supporting community interaction and networking activities
appeared in the 1970s with the development of bulletin board systems and grew
exponentially. Online communities offered their members a range of local
information such as maps, event timetables and local advertising and a range of

activities such as community activism jobs. Housing and veterans’ issues, for
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instance, formed a significant part of the online activity of the Berkeley
Community Memory. Another well documented example of such bulletin board
system is the California’s Public Electronic Network (PEN) provided by the city
of Santa Monica, California (Rogers, Collins-Jarvis, & Schmitz, 1995). The
Public Electronic Network demonstrated how, not only could residents
supplement existing face to face networking activities but also how such network
could be designed to give a voice to those community members who had been
previously disenfranchised. Special efforts, for instance, were addressed to allow
homeless people access from public libraries, leading up to an online conference
on homelessness generating more than 20,000 messages in the ten years research
was conducted (Rogers et al., 1995). Communities interacting on the internet are
numbered in six digits and still growing rapidly. Researchers have emphasised
different aspects of online community such as online identity (Turkle, 1995),
social context cues (Sproull & Kiesler, 1986), collaborative learning environments
(Bruckman, 1998) and communication processes (Hiltz, Johnson, & Turoff,
1986). Others have documented more specific aspects of online interaction such
as the taxonomy of online conversations - transacting, transforming and
transcending. The latter happens when participants rise above the specifics of the
interaction situation — transcend it — and seek to produce coordinated action in
order to bring about genuine social change (Sherry, 2000). This body of research
stemmed from human behaviour fields of study such as, but not limited to,
psychology, sociology, communication, social psychology and anthropology, but

has not yet, according to Preece (2000) yielded an accepted definition of online
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community. There are, according to her, elements of a definition that are common
to researchers, such as shared goals, interests or needs providing the main reason
for participation, ongoing interaction and contact, access to shared resources
regulated by policies, reciprocity and shared context of social norms,
communication means and protocols. Reflecting upon the history and emergence
of online communities, Preece, Maloney-Krichmar and Abras (2003) noted,
however, that in spite of the growing body of knowledge accumulated about
online interaction, there still are gaps that need further investigation, such as in
participants’ perspectives and evaluations as to the way online communities

emerge and organize themselves.

Online communities fostering professional interaction and issues of voluntary
collaboration, as opposed to workplace collaboration, were addressed by
researchers of Communities of Practice and Communities of Interest who
documented how self-emerging groups initiated by people sharing common
interests in certain topics grew (Wenger & Snyder, 2000) by studying their
interactions in online environments (Kimble, Hildreth, & Wright, 2000). The term
“Communities of Practice” was coined just over a decade ago by Lave and
Wenger (1991) who described it as:

...a set of relations among persons, activity and world

over time and in relation with other tangential and

overlapping Communities of Practice (...) in such a

community, a newcomer learns from old-timers by being
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allowed to participate in certain tasks that relate to the
practice of the community. Over time the newcomer

moves from peripheral to full participation (p.98)

In their view, the learning that takes place is not narrow and situated where
examples of practice are imitated. They discuss a complex phenomenon they
coined “Legitimate Peripheral Participation” (p.98) whose three components are
intimately interconnected and take on different perspectives when paired
differently: legitimation and participation together characterize the typical ways of
belonging to a specific community, and peripherality and participation together
refer to position and identity in the social world. One important distinction
between Communities of Practice and other groups is that they emerge informally
in a self-organising manner, hence can include a wide range of practices as
radically different as non-alcoholism and midwifery. The Community of Practice
framework includes three levels of analysis: legitimation, peripherality and
participation. Legitimation includes analysis of power and authority and how
certain actions and individuals become recognised as representing the Community
of Practice. Peripherality involves the degree of engagement with the community
as an integration process. Participation takes into account the different roles
played by the community members. Learning, however, is the central underlying
principle of Communities of Practice (Wenger, 1998). Williams and Cothrel
(2000) investigated contemporary technological developments and proposed the

Internet as an emerging and potent platform, offering a wider range of networking
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possibilities. For instance, proponents of online collaboration reckon that online
channels decrease the tyranny of previous barriers of time, distance and in some
instances, status (Williams & Cothrel, 2000). This is why the development of
online tools for groups has boosted the spread of online groups of different types
in an effort to share knowledge across geographic boundaries (Kimble et al.,

2000).

The Social network concept is useful in understanding why people collaborate in
virtual communities and how information is shared. A social network represents a
set of individuals and the relationships between them. Hanneman (2002)
summarised the properties of social networks with three main variables: degree of
an actor (place of an actor in the network), degree centrality (power of an actor
assessed as how many other actors are directly connected to that actor) and cliques
(small building blocks of larger networks, focussing on closely connected
subgroups). The computer supported social networks concept in its strict sense
only includes sets of relationships that are supported through computer
environments, e.g., chat, news, and e-mail (Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova, Garton,

& Haythornwaite, 1996).

One well known social network analysis was carried out by Granovetter (1973)
who demonstrated that people share information with others who are part of their
social network. Granovetter went on to categorise ties between elements of the

network as “strong” or “weak’ (according to the amount of time and energy
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invested in maintaining the tie, the emotional levels involved and the level of
reciprocity expected to occur within the interpersonal relationship, amongst
others). He showed that, in certain cases, for instance job finding, weak ties were
more effective than the strong ones. Granovetter explained this through the
reaching abilities of the social networks: networks of weak ties are more diverse
and numerous than networks of strong ties, because people associated in strong
ties would necessarily have similar connections. In the context of job searching,
for instance, the people associated most strongly with the job searcher are likely to
know of the same job opportunities as the job searcher. This showed that strong
ties, rather than weak ones, would be less useful than weak ties with people
having access to different information about job opportunities. Weak ties, hence,
allow for information and resources to circulate further (Granovetter, 1983).
Haythornthwaite’s analysis (2001) of social networks and media use further
focused on the strength of the interpersonal ties between communicators and
posited that changes in media impact differentially on weak and strong tie

networks.

In summary, it has been shown in the previous sections that virtual organisational
and community settings have different practices. It follows that the respective
online groups they foster have very different aims. Groups based in the work
environment need to accomplish given tasks and leadership in the workplace is
often predetermined through the organisation structure and role distribution.

Social groups forming online, on the other hand, may need to invest more energy
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in defining their identity and their leadership or emergence mechanisms are not
necessarily comparable to that of workgroups. The online community research
field partly informed the second research question of the present research (“What
do participants perceive to be factors that enable and constrain online
collaboration”). Results from this field stress that, central to online community
development is the ability of the community moderators to enhance participation
through fulfilling participants’ needs to identify with a group and experience a
sense of belonging. Groups stemming in the different conditions as described will
have different ways and reasons to connect to other participants and take part in
the social networks involved. In the third instance, that of self-selected
participants forming an online group around certain professional interests — that
are neither purely social nor part of a work commitment, there is a need for
empirical investigation. Research here should serve to determine how
participants’ perceptions of factors that enable and constrain online collaboration
play out in their online interaction and how this is reflected on the online

experiences of participants.

2.2.3 Barriers and enablers of online collaboration

The following section addresses a number of issues identified as significant in
online interaction and online group development and that can potentially act as
either enabling or inhibiting depending on how they were addressed by the
architects of the online groups. As the building blocks of online interaction are

shaped by the individual needs of the participants, it is important to understand
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how these building blocks enable collaborative online interaction which, in turn,
enables the various groups or the participants’ organisations, to achieve their
collective aims. In particular, there is a need to consider whether participants
would report different enablers and constraints of online collaboration stemming
from their various viewpoints. Would the perspectives of workers having to
collaborate online as part of their assigned tasks be different to that of online
students collaborating as part of school assignments or to that of online

community members that chose to join of their own accord?

Barriers to online collaborations have been extensively documented. In the
context of Computer Mediated Collaborative Workgroups research, time and trust
are two of the identified main obstacles to online interaction. Time constraints or
information overload (Rafaeli et al., 2004) also affect the more passive
participants. DeSanctis and Monge (1998) reviewed trust inhibiting effects,
concluded these effects seriously endanger the success of online interaction and
challenged researchers to address the issue of trust building online. Ardichvili,
Page and Wentling (2002) mention other work-related factors that act as
constraining factors to online collaboration, such as fear of loosing face, fear to
mislead a colleague by giving wrong information and the need for getting
managers’ approval to share knowledge because of security issues or hierarchical
structures. They report, however, not finding support for the hypothesis that
people hoard information to keep an advantage over colleagues. On the question

of ‘why collaborate virtually?’ much of the research emphasised the power of
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individual positive outcomes when knowledge is shared on topics discussed that
matched their personal or practice interests. There remain, however, many
unanswered questions. The concept of “motivation”, for instance, when
mentioned, is used in the context of whether people want to participate in
collaborative activity or not, as a ‘yes/no’ phenomenon, instead of a topic that
needs to be investigated in depth. Klein and Kleinhanns (2003), for instance quote
a virtual team member as saying:

...most people just think from one day to the next, and

they lean back and ask themselves, “In the long run, what

does this do for me?” (p. 388)
Klein and Kleinhanns, however, have not gone on to investigate the types of
internal answers people produce to this question - empirical information crucial to

the understanding of the phenomenon as a whole.

Overcoming constraints to online collaboration has been researched in the
motivational context of collaborative activities in three main domains: the
learning environment, the social domain with research on online communities and
the work environment. Motivation of participants to contribute online is a major
topic for online learning researchers. In learning environments, skilful moderators
are seen as major actors to enhance learners’ motivation and facilitate trust
development (Berge & Collins, 1995; Campbell, 1999). Whilst the students’
investment towards obtaining a degree is clear, their motivation to invest in

participation in online assignments has been reported as directly proportional to
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the assignments’ weight in the final grade (Salmon, 1999). The students’ choice
over participation is located somewhere in the complex interplay between having
chosen to study and the obligation to complete assignments. Moreover, research
has also shown that the online learning experience is dependent on the interaction
of the learner with the system (Nielsen, 2000). As such, interface designers invest
much effort in designing learning online environments that also have a motivating

effect on learners (Preece, Rogers, & Sharp, 2002).

Stepping out of the learning environment and into that of social online
communities, a different set of motivations is described. Kollock and Smith
investigated novel social patterns and events such as “value-added cooperation” or
inspiration and purpose found in the “Gift Economy” concept adapted for
cyberspace (Kollock & Smith, 1996; Smith & Kollock, 1999). They identified
several forms of motivation underlying participation in online communities,
concluding that motivations are either based on some form of altruism or self-
interest and that these work according to a model of shifting economies of public
good working toward increasing the public good. First they identified anticipated
reciprocity, that is, participants contribute in the hope that in the future they will
receive information that is useful to them. The amount of individual offerings thus
contributes to the increase in public good. The second motivation they detail is
about the contributor’s reputation. Their motivation may be enhanced when
contributions are acknowledged and recorded. Two other motivations Smith and

Kollock mention are oriented towards the community itself - the need expressed
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in the community and the attachment that individuals have for certain

communities that motivates them to contribute.

The Microsoft Social Computing Group developed this field of research, further
outlining how trust development enhanced users’ experience of community
belonging and interpersonal communication (Jensen, Farnham, Drucker, &
Kollock, 2000; Kollock, 1999). Furthermore, the manner in which participants in
virtual teams develop trust affects online collaboration (Iacono & Weisband,
1997; Rocco, 1998). Ardichvili, Page and Wentling (2002) mention other work-
related factors that enable online collaboration such as moral obligation toward
company or profession to contribute, establishing oneself as an expert or ‘giving

back’.

Motivational factors may play a somewhat different part in the workplace
environment. Some workgroups have been established that rely on online
communication to fulfil purposes beyond simple communication and information
centralising — for example, project managing, with a clearly defined collective
outcome (Kock, McQueen, & Scott, 1997). In order to achieve their work goal,
the community needs to master large quantities of information as well as generate
new collective knowledge. In such cases, only those participants driving the
online interaction process have truly chosen to participate, and in this sense the
participants’ motivation is an issue that project managers must take into account

(Morreale, Spitzberg, & Barge, 2001). The interaction environment has also been
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shown to have significant impact on business outcomes. While the face-to-face
communication mode has traditionally been preferential to conduct business,
elements of online communication have gained importance in the past decades
(Galimberti, Ignazi, Vercesi, & Riva, 2001). Indeed, one of business most
common modes of computer mediated communication is the email system
(Markus, 1994). In a dyadic situation, email is suitable, but sending multiple

electronic documents does not necessarily clearly benefit group interaction.

Reviewing communicative motivation conceptualisations, Zorn (1993) defined
motivation to communicate as “what sets in motion our communicative efforts,
directs us toward specific strategies, and impels us to continue” (p. 517).
Evaluating goal-setting, expectancy and self-efficacy theories, Zorn proposed to
conceptualise communicative goals as clear indications of communicative
motivation and test goal-based frameworks to research it. He proposed, for
instance, to research the perceived value of communicative tasks as impacting on
motivation and performance level. The perceived value of online collaboration
hence needs to be researched both on a group level - how the group articulated
and processed perceived barriers and enabling factors - and on an individual level
- what motivated individuals to adopt and play specific roles in the online
discussion. Another motivation theory that can shed light on the question of what
drives people to contribute to online discussions, is the self-concept theory,
informed by three streams of research: self efficacy (Bandura, 1982, 1986), social

identity (Stryker, 1986) and self-presentation theories (Schlenker, 1985). This
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theory is deep-rooted in the concept of the self and related to the concept of
affiliation. It states that individuals behave according to what matters to their
reference group, in order to gain legitimacy and power and support their self
image as efficacious individuals. Translated in terms of online groups, this
explains how certain individuals invest much time in elaborating certain answers,
with impressive amounts of detail and are willing to help others learn by
imparting some of their knowledge as in Reingold’s (1993) description of the
WELL community members postings. The measurement of perceived value of
communicative tasks, however, necessitates a complex interpretive approach.
Extractions of such data must be made in interaction with the subjects themselves.
Therefore, the gathering of data through questionnaires only may not measure the
phenomenon at hand sufficiently. The subjects need to construct the meaning of
their interactions rather than have the reality of the researcher imposed on their
ideas (Gioia, Thomas, Clark, & Chittipeddi, 1994). Combining mental and active
processes to form a conceptual construct requires an ability to capture the
individual processes in depth, the combined processes, and the movement
between the two. One way to understand individuals’ perspectives about their role
is through their narrative, and this is a valuable contribution to the understanding

of how knowledge workers construct some of their interactions Greenberg (1995).

Evaluation of perceived value for collaboration may gain from the studies of
‘Intensional networks’ (Nardi, Whittaker, & Schwarz, 2002). In this view,

knowledge workers are, on the one hand dependant on cohort (whether from same
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company or other organisational forms) and on the other hand, required to cope
with inefficiencies and lack of consistency in their companies’ networks. In
addition, this population is also facing major uncertainties about their future as
employees. In order to face increasing uncertainty levels, many knowledge
workers have reached the conclusion they must not depend solely on ‘people’
structures and networks created by their companies, but rather develop their own
‘Intensional networks’. Nardi, Whittaker, & Schwarz (2002) coined the term
“Intensional networks” as the ‘ego-centered’ networks people build on by one for
themselves and studied why people subscribe to particular networks. Theorists of
Intensional networks surmise that to manage new work situations, knowledge
workers are opting toward a more proactive attitude in building their own
networks (as opposed to their companies’) one contact at a time.

Although Intensional Networks are ego-centered,

portions of any individual network overlap with portions

of others’ networks, so they do not have the “one-off”

character that the notion of an ego-centered network

might suggest. Within professions and activity systems,

networks overlap, giving a sense of connection to

workers even under the conditions of flux that

characterize today’s economy. Intensional Networks are

extended through the networks of others... One of the

most important resources we share with each other is
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access to those in our social networks. (Nardi, Whittaker,

& Schwarz, 2002, p.239)
Intensional theorists (Nardi, Whittaker, Isaacs et al., 2002) are contemplating the
study of online tools to build these networks. Answers to the motivational
question posed earlier may come from the study of Intensional networks as to how
knowledge workers perceive the added value of online fora to extend their
networks to distances never possible before in face to face networks. Much of
social network analysis has been carried out with quantitative methods: mapping
techniques and tools to analyse substantial mailing lists logs developed provided a
solid body of “macro knowledge” (Contractor, Zink, & Chan, 1998; Garton,
Haythornthwaite, & Wellman, 1997; Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Wellman et al.,
1996). Social networks theories have addressed matters of choice as the direction
and intent behind network development. The researchers who coined the term of
Intensional networks, however, did not address whether such networks could be
developed through online interaction (Nardi, Whittaker, & Schwarz, 2002).
Though many of the participants in Nardi’s studies were knowledge workers, the
studies did not actually examine how they used the internet or online
communication to build their Intensional networks. This gap needs to be
addressed to verify the impact of participants’ perceptions of whether building
intensional networks online is feasible. This would add qualitative insights to this
body of research such as actors’ motivations and the beliefs about networking that
underlie their activities in this domain. Description of “Intensional networks” can

illuminate the stories of individuals engaging in collaborative activities possibly
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providing tentative direction to address research question three (“How did online
leaders and lurkers differ in deconstructing their online experiences?”). Such
endeavour would explore a potentially very broad field, studying the extent to
which online communication tools, very new in the history of human interaction,
possibly facilitate novel opportunities for collaboration and networking in the
current innovation climate. Small groups developing into larger online networks

could offer the opportunity for nationwide and international projects to emerge.

Individual needs of online participants have been studied extensively. These needs
point to the emotional domain and researchers have attempted to describe and
explain how these emotional needs are fulfilled. There is much research
describing how members of online communities give and receive support through
online means of communication (Cothrel, 2000). One fundamental optimizing
factor concerns the needs fulfilled by participation in online communities. The
most popular online social communities fulfil obvious strong needs such as the
affiliation need, thus strengthening signs of belonging to specific groups, such as
family, relatives, or classmates. Communication, information gathering and
dissemination are the main purposes for these communities’ existence and indeed

form the bulk of their activities (Cothrel, 2000).

More research needs to be carried out to explore what needs are being fulfilled by
participation in online Communities of Practice. Are these similar to early

conceptualisations such as the needs to connect, share, belong, and thrive
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described by early psychological research (Hall & Lindzey, 1957; Murray, 1938)
or have contemporary technological developments resulted in different, yet to be
described phenomena? Once exclusively researched by social scientists, these
parameters are currently being investigated by Information and Communication
Technology researchers as well (Nonaka, 1991). Information and Communication
Technology practitioners, who had typically excluded social scientists, recently
started collaborative research with ethnographers or anthropologists (Suchman,
2000). Examples of these would be the corporate giants such as Microsoft, Xerox
and Lotus. The multidisciplinary Social Computing Group at Microsoft Research
outlines the importance a group such as Microsoft places on qualifying users’
experience of community belonging and interpersonal communication (Jensen,

Farnham, Drucker, & Kollock, 2000; Kollock, 1999).

Blanchard and Markus (2002) studied Microsoft Network (MSN) online
communities and concluded that the sense of community was essentially
supported by three social processes: (1) giving and receiving support, (2) identity
formation and process of identifications and (3) trust building. Preece (1999)
showed that it is not only information exchange that happens in online
communities but also important human emotional interaction such as empathy.
This research investigated, for instance, the relationship between empathy,
predictability and trust and techniques to support online trust and empathy

building. Hence, when such needs were fulfilled online, this became one
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characteristic of the online group. Preece coined the concept ‘empathic

community’ to depict communities which display high empathy levels (1998).

In conclusion, the constraining and enabling factors of online collaboration
reported by online communities members generally fall into two categories:
intrapersonal and interactional. Amongst the identified intrapersonal enablers
were feeling of belonging, empathy, trust, altruistic motivation to contribute,
information and visibility benefits. Interactional enablers stemmed out of the
relationships established online and included a sense of community, identification
with the group and reward from activities that can be done in collaboration.
Hence, the needs of online participants are important to study to complement

information obtained at group level.

There is a dearth of knowledge, however, in the context of self-selected online
groups of professional types. Data need to be gathered in-depth, as in interviews,
to reach their subjective experiential and motivational levels. Research is needed
on how self-selected participants perceive the value of communicati