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FOREWORD

At a recent technology literacy forum in Seattle, Washington, one would-be

contributor left the meeting in disgust. "We want action, not talk," he declared.

Yet to me, action without talk is unthinkable. As is talk without action. The two

are inseparable, and a successful book about online communities will give ample

consideration to both: Communities arc the birthplace of talk and action.

Jenny Prcccc's new book strikes a rare and much-needed balance between talk and

action. It accomplishes much more than that; it also addresses the more rigorous

cousins of talk and action—theory and evidence. Too often, books focus on one

without the other. People ofaction claim not to have time for "armchair theorizing";

theorists don't want the gritty details of reality fouling their pristine theory. But

action without theory can be pointless toil; theory without a grounding in reality

can be empty academicism. When theory, evidence, talk, and action arc gracefully

combined, as they arc in this book, something truly useful and compelling emerges.

This book clarifies why it is important to look at online communities. And, why,

especially, is it important to do so right now.

Communication technology, historically, has come in one of two flavors. In the first,

individuals communicate with other individuals (using the telephone or letters, for

example). In the second, small groups of people, who arc often elite, "broadcast"

their messages to very large groups of people (using, say, newspapers, television, or
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radio). The Internet, as everybody knows, is changing ail of that. New modes of

communication are now possible. We are seeing the rise of new forums, where large

numbers ofpeople can communicate with others asequalsor peersin a way that is far

more symmetric than that of the broadcast models to which we've been accustomed.

The Internet has given rise to a new community model of communication.

The question of what we should do with these new species of forum naturally arises.

A combination of factors is necessary for a new communication venue to become

a communication institution that is more or less permanent. To endure means

having an audience, producers, sufficient development resources to support it, and

the mobilized organization and infrastructure behind it. The forum itself becomes

institutionalized (and sustainable, more or less) when these factors become stabilized.

This is what's happening now on the Internet. Thousands of experiments arc

currently underway; a thousand flowers arc blooming, but how many of these will

sprout next spring or the following one? And how many of them are weeds?

That's where this book comes in. It's both a guide to current efforts and a solid

foundation from which to think about, build upon, and participate in virtual

communities.

Who should read this book? Clearly, developers of next-generation virtual com

munity tools, services, and applications should adopt this as their bible. It will

force them to sec these systems as important new social environments where people

exchange information, get to know one another, deliberate, work together, conduct

economic transactions, and discuss the past—and the future.
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Educators and researchers in information systems, computer science, sociology,

political science, psychology, and many other disciplines will of course also benefit

greatly from the book. However, a great number ofother peopleneed to study it and

think about its implications as well; policymakers, journalists, businesspeople, and

citizens alike need to confront the issues that Jenny Preecc brings up in this book.

How the Internet is used, who makes the decisions, and why are at the core of what's

important in the development of the Internet. Unfortunately, these questions rarely

are asked. Too often it's assumed that corporations can now take over (once the initial

investment from the taxpayers who paid for the Internet's early development has paid

off). These questions are everybody's business! Therefore, opening up that process in

any real way is to be congratulated.

The struggle for the soul of cyberspace has begun, and Professor Prccce goes a long

way toward opening up this process. Without playing favorites (as I would have

done!), she outlines opportunities for business, health, education, government, and

the civic sector alike to build new communities online. Communities, after all, are

ultimately at the core of virtually everything we do. Let's do it right!

Doug Schuler
Seattle, Washington
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There is no doubt whatever about the influence of architecture andstructure upon

human character and action. We shape our buildings, and afterwards our buildings

shape us.

—Winston Churchill (as quoted in Brand, 1994, p. 3)

Everyone, it seems, is enthralled by online communities, and everyone has a story

or has a friend with a story; generating a buzz of excitement. No doubt about it:

Fresh experiences await us online—new people, new stories, comfort from fellow-

travclcrs, insights from different cultures. In short, it's a new world online. There are

communities for shopping, investing, sending greetings, learning, finding informa

tion of all kinds, sharing passions, discussing any and all topics under the sun, or just

for chatting with friends.

When in 1996 I told colleagues that I was teaching a graduate class in online

communities they looked askance. Some thought online communities were a passing

fad, and that the class would disappear in short order; but it has not. In fact, each year,

this class attracts more students from commercial organizations, government, and the

social sciences, as well as from information systems and computer science. Online

community fever has hit the Internet, and my class has caught it, too. Already there

are many dot-com companies promising to create or teach the secrets of building
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successful onlinecommunities. Acadcmia, too, isbeingdrawn in;during the next five

years, many courses will be launched across the globe.

Yes, the Web provides terabytes of information, but information alone lacks the

human connection that online communities can provide. E-health offers patients

databases of medical information, but patients also want to hear about treatments

and how to deal with problems from other patients. E-cducation enables students to

study in the comfort of their armchairs, but sitting alone isn't fun, especially when a

homework assignment is due next week and you need help. Team projects also are

greatly facilitated by shared development of Web pages. Members can exchange

ideas, help one another, and develop rewarding partnerships. In these ways, learning

becomes exciting and takes on a social dimension.

Of course, as with any technology, there can be dangers. Health information if

submitted by amateurs may be wrong or inaccurate, and could, literally, endanger

life; similarly, financial guidance can be misleading, causing monetary losses. Worse is

that the Internet is being used to spread racial hatred and pornography. And online

scams trick people just as in "real life." The online world, in short, offers all the

advantages and disadvantages as the offline world.

Why do some online communities entertain, inform, and provide support while

others wither and disappear? Rich, informed descriptions of social interaction online

come from keen-eyed sociologists and communication studies experts who pay little

attention to software; technical experts often ignore social issues, and instead focus on

software and usability. But understanding the complexity of online communities

requires study into both social and technical issues. That is the aim of this book:
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to erect the framework in which to bring together discussions of social and

technical issues, and to integrate theory and practice. Supporting sociability and

designing usability lays the firm foundation on which online communities can

grow and thrive. Both these undertakings can be achieved using community-

centered development techniques that encourage active and focused participation

in the development process. Involving the community motivates a sense of

ownership, early, which is important for its success. Design guidelines and

checklists also help developers as they design for good sociability and

usability.

In this time of technological turbulence and increasing social isolation we still can

construct technologies that shape communities across the world and draw people

together in a positive way. Whether you are a developer, moderator, researcher or

participant, there is a role for you in online communities.

Who Should Read This Book?

This is an interdisciplinary book appropriate for a number ofaudiences. The primary

audiences are students learning about online communities and cyberspace human-

computer interaction, andonlinecommunity developers, and moderators. It will also

appeal to enthusiasts, who want to know more about online communities, and new

researchers, who want an overview of the multidisciplinary issues that influence the

way online communities develop.
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Primaryreadership

This book is intended for community developers of all kinds, including professionals

developing large commercial communities. Likewise, people developing homespun

online communities, such as for a local parent-teacher association, an environmental

action group, a local political discussion group, a health support group, or a women's

group will also benefit from reading this book. Part Two is particularly interesting, as

this is where readers learn how to adapt and augment their existing skills. Readers

with experience of online communities may wish to skim Chapter 2, Community

Tours; practically oriented readers may be tempted to skip the whole of Part One,

but this isdiscouraged. Understanding the basics, which includes a background of the

psychology and sociology that underpins online behavior, is important because it

informs community development.

Moderators and those with special leadership roles will learn more about inter

personal behavior online from Part One. Chapters 7, 9, and 11 of Part Two contain

useful information about sociability and how to develop and manage social inter

action. Chapter 8 will interest readers involved in software selection, and Chapter 10

will appeal to those who plan to evaluate online communities.

This book has been tried and tested by students in university-level courses. It is most

appropriate for graduate students, who are encouraged to read the whole book.

Undergraduates may skip Chapters 5 and 6 on research. Chapter 11 contains case

studies of online communities developed by teams of graduate students. Students

may wish to read both parts in parallel, as suggested by my students, who are

professionals in information systems. This approach is particularly useful for classes



Preface XIX

that center on a semester-long project, becausestudents develop foundational knowl

edge at the same time they exercise practical skills in their projects.

Secondary readership

Online community enthusiasts and participants will gain a broad understanding of

criteria that influence social interactions in online communities. They will learn what

to look for in online communities and how to contribute knowledgeably to software

selection, sociability, and usability design in online communities. They will learn

about the kind of behavior that is expected online and the dangers to look out for.

Part One and Chapters 9, 10 and // of Part Two are most relevant.

New researchers will learn about the underlying principles of online community

development, and will read about key areas of research. They will gain a multi-

disciplinary perspective of the field, which will enable them to fairly judge the

contributions of different fields and to identify key contributors. The book will

also help this readership to determine which directions to follow and how their

work can influence this exciting, rapidly developing field.

How Readers Benefit from This Book

This book addresses the development of new online communities and the improve

ment of existing ones. It is divided into two parts, plus the Prefaceand a chapter that

exploresthe future ofonlinecommunities. Annotated suggestions for further reading

appear at the end of each chapter.
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Part One, Getting Acquainted with Online Communities, does just that, gets you

acquainted with online communities. Chapter 1 introduces the key issues and termi

nology of the book, and suggests a definitionfor the term online community. Chapter 2

is a tour of a rich selection of health, e-commerce, education and other interesting

online communities. The next four chapterscover the basics of sociability and usabil

ity and introduce key research findings. After reading Part One, readers will have the

fundamental knowledge necessary to begin learning about community-centered

development. Readers will be able to:

• Discuss what an onlinecommunity isand why onlinecommunitiesare becoming

so important.

• Identify sociability and usability characteristics in health, e-commerce, and

educationcommunities, and generalize this understandingto other typesofcom

munities.

• Discuss research findings that inform understanding of social interaction online,

including social presence, networking, empathy, trust, collaboration, and more.

• Describe the features of current software that support online communities.

Part Two, Deueloping Online Communities assumes an understanding of topics dis

cussed in Part One. Part Two describes how these concepts are used in community-

centered development. After reading Part Two, readers will be able to:

• Describe community-centered development and start to practice it.

• Identify software with suitable functionality for different types of online

communities based on a community's purpose and participants.

• Give examples of good sociability and usability and be able to explain why they

are good.
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• Identifyexamples of poor sociability and usability and describe what needs to be

done to improve them.

• Select and use appropriate methods for collecting information about user needs

(i.e., requirements).

• Apply sociability and usability heuristics for online community development.

• Select and use appropriate methods and metrics for evaluating online commu

nities.

• Know how to welcome and nurture a new community.

Parts One and Two are peppered with a rich collection of examples. Though these

examples may become dated, the underlying messages associated with them will

endure. Keep in mind, the book focuses on sociability and usability; it isnot intended

to teach software skills. Many other books and Web sites do this. Knowing how to

apply sociability and usability principles in community-centered development will

enable readers to harness state-of-the-art products to develop successful online

communities.

The Web site

The Online Communities accompanying Web site, containing pointers to example

communities, software for developers, articles and books, and other interesting,

relevant Web sites, is available at www.ifsm.umbc.edu/onlinecommunities. Also

available is the John Wiley & Sons Web site, www.wiley.co.uk/preece.
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