
Research Speaks to Practice: Interpersonal Communication

Table 5.1 Media and Common Ground*

Medium

Face-to-face

Telephone

Video

teleconference

Terminal

teleconference

(textual)

Answering
machines

Opportunities

Co-presence, visibility,
audibility, cotemporality,
simultaneity, sequentiality

Audibility, cotemporality,
simultaneity, seqentiality

Visibility, audibility,
cotemporality,
simultaneity,
sequentiality (in some
systems)

Cotemporality,
sequentiality,
reviewability

Comments

It may be difficult to delay response to
reflect. In addition, people may
communicate certain feelings
unintentionally via body language. An
awkward glance, for example, may
reveal lack ofagreement despite thewords
being spoken.

No opportunity to "read" body language
thereby limiting socioemotional
communication. Voice tone helps. Good
for conveying factual information.

Response capability of technology can
adversely influence synchrony and
impede turn-taking. Reception of
messages may be slow; delays may
cause misunderstandings. Small viewing
window makes seeing cues andbody
language difficult. Helpfulasintroduction
among participants, but video often
abandoned thereafter unless discussion is
about an object thatmustbe seen, such as
an architect's model. High bandwidth
required to prevent afrustrating
experience.

Production takes more time, but there is
some macro control over timing.
Having time to reflect can be veryuseful,
because understanding message content is
often heightened. Emotional
understanding, however, may suffer from
poor social presence; developers need to
seek ways to remedy this problem.

Audibility, reviewability Receiving only. Social presence limited.
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Table 5.1 Continued

Medium Opportunities Comments

Electronic mail Reviewability,
revisability

Letters Reviewability
revisability

Bulletin board Reviewability,
messages revisability,

sequentiality

Chats Cotemporality,
simultaneity

MOOs—text Cotemporality,
only simultaneity

MOOs& Cotemporality,
MUDs— simultaneity
graphical, with
avatars

Computer Cotemporality,
virtual simultaneity
environments

Production takes more time, though some macro
control gives time to reflect. Turn-taking is often
delayed, but understanding of verbal messages is
often better; however, emotional understanding
can suffer from poor social presence. Alternatives
are needed tomake upfor absence ofbody language
transmission for supporting socioemotional and
contextual communication.

Very slow turn-taking. Generally the effect is
adverse, though understanding may be improved
by reflection time.

Production lakes time, though macro control
offers time to reflect. Understanding verbal
messages is better. Threading helps delineate
among speakers. Socioemotional communication is
often supported by use of icons.

Often veryfast moving, which prohibits long
messages. Turn-taking is often chaotic, as there is
no time for delay orfault correction. Thisformat
can be difficult for poor orslow typists.

Learning curve prohibits casual participation.
Response time depends on number ofparticipants.
Ways ofdisplaying emotion are well developed in
some systems.

As above; but sense of social presence is aided by
avatar andgraphical world ofcommunity
action.

Requires high bandwidth. Strong
sense ofco-presence provided with
intention of improving communication.

* Adapted from Clark & Hrennan, 1993, p. 230. Material added by author appears in
italics.
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Despite the limitations of the various media listed in Table5.1, many fulfill the tasks

for which they arc commonly used surprisingly well. For example, chats are very

restricted. Participants cannot see each other, and often, at best, they can send only

short remarks—if they can type fast enough. There is little time for reflection, no

time for fault correction, and speaker turn-taking (i.e., change-over) is chaotic here.

Despite these limitations, people who use chats regularly love them, particularly

students and other young people. Many switch between chats, instant messaging

and the phone with case.

Online community developers play a key role in identifying the best media for their

users' communication tasks. But whatever they are given, as users get to know a

medium's limitations, they often develop ingenious ways of getting around them

(Chapter 4) so that it works well for them. For example, chat users speed things up

with short acronyms (Chapter 3), which are fast to type and easy to remember.

Experienced chatters becomeadept at following the threads from different channels,

as though they were in a room listening to several conversations going on at once—

they participate in one and eavesdrop on others. Chatters also seem willing to accept

lag times of two to three seconds; but at eight or nine seconds, frustration starts to

mount (Wallace, 1999).

Only a few attempts have been made to apply common ground theory to mass

interaction (Whittakcr, Terveen, Hill, & Chcmy, 1998); nevertheless, it is useful

for identifying constraints in one-to-one and small group communication via

different media.
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Common Ground and Empathy

Empathy isdefined as"knowing what another person isfeeling, feeling what another

person is feeling, and responding compassionately to another person" (Levenson &

Ruef, 1992). Although empathy has value to all forms of communication, its impor

tance is most pronounced among people who share very similar experiences

(Eisenberg & Strayer, 1987; Etchcgoycn, 1991; lckes, 1993, 1997). The more similar

people arc, the less they have to "go outside themselves" to gather cues; hence the

more readily they can respond naturally to their circumstances (Hodges & Wegner,

1997, p. 324). A recent comment from an online support community aptly sums this

up: "We're all in this together, which helps!" Empathy can be a powerful force

online, especially in support communities (Prcccc, 1998, 1999a).

Many researchers have observed empathy online. As early as 1993, Howard

Rheingold reported how the WELL community in San Francisco supported the

parent of a dying child (Rheingold, 1993). Other researchers have commented on

how fellow workers (Sproull & Kiesler, 1991) and learners (Hiltz, 1994) understand

each other's problems and support each other. Still others analyzed messages from

listserver communities for people with chronic and acute illnesses and found that

empathy was important in both (Schoch & White, 1997).

There is, however, no research on the relationship between common ground and

empathy, though it seems likely that when socioemotional content is involved,

establishing common ground is aided by empathy, or vice versa. Empathy, like

common ground, depends heavily on nonverbal communication, such as gaze and

body language (Eisenberg & Strayer, 1987; Etchegoycn, 1991; Lanzetta & Englis,
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1989), so it is likely to be influenced by the propertiesof different media in a similar

way to common-ground development. Empathy is such a fundamental component

of human communication (Ickes, 1997) that online community developers need to

be aware of its impact, particularly when designing for communities in which trust

is important (Chapter 6).

Summary

Forms ofcommunication—chatting, discussing, debating, asking and answering ques

tions, consoling, advising, empathizing—arc the magic ingredients of a community.

Indeed, it is the ability to interact and communicate that draws millions of people into

online communities everyday. In contrast, Web pages can be fascinating on the first

read, maybe even on the second, but unless their content changes readers get bored.

Social presence, or more particularly lack of social presence, can critically influence

how people behave online, form impressions of others, and negotiate common

ground. Empathy is important in communities in which emotional topics are

discussed. Over 80 percent of empathy is conveyed nonverbally (Goleman,

1995). Like common ground, empathy is also affected by how the various

media convey social presence. Thus a leading question that online community

developers must answer is how to facilitate common ground and empathy online.

Emoticons, dictionaries of acronyms, and advice on how to phrase comments are

some solutions (Chapter 9). Developers familiar with these theories and who work to

compensate for shortcomings in media will be the most successful at creating good

sociability.



166 Getting Acquainted with Online Communities

Chapter 6 builds on some of these ideas, and discusses how relationships develop

and can be supported at the group and community level, rather than between

individuals.

Further Reading

"Grounding in Communication" (Clark & Brennan, 1993)

This seminal paper, which provided a basis for this chapter, explains the theory of

common ground, and discusses how it applies to different kinds of computer-

mediated communication. It contains a detailed discussion of the constraints and

costs of using the different media. It is essential reading for anyone interested in

this subject.

Empathic Accuracy (Ickes, 1997)

This collection contains papers by most of the key researchers in this field. It

describes the nature of empathy, and addresses many key questions, such as whether

empathy is gender-related. But note, all of the studies covered are concerned with

facc-to-face communication, which limits the book's value for those working in

online communication.

"Research on Computer-Supported Cooperative Work" (Olson & Olson, 1997)

This chapter in the book by Martin Hclander et al. provides an excellent overview of

major research and development contributions in CSCW. Many of the concepts

discussed in this chapter, such as social presence, are also addressed in this work.
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"Distance Matters" (Olson & Olson, 2000)

This paper is an interesting follow-up to the work cited in the preceding listing. It

reviews much of the work by the two authors and others in the field, and provides a

compellingjustification for the types of communication and situations that are well

suited to online transfer. The overall conclusion is that, for many types ofinteractions,

"distance matters."

"Empathic Communities: Reaching out across the Web" (Preece, 1998), and

"Empathic Communities: Balancing Emotional and Factual Communication"

(Preece, 1999a)

These papersdescribestudiesofempathy in online communities, which isparticularly

important in health support communities but is also evident in other communities.

Online community developers need to seek better ways of supporting empathy, as

well as information exchange.

Connections: Neiv Ways of Working in the Networked Organization (Sproull & Kieslcr,

1991)

This seminal work describes computer networking within organizations and how it is

changing the way people work. It contains many insights about the benefits and

problems of electronic discussion groups.

The Psychology of the Internet (Wallace, 1999)

I encourage everyone to read this book. Lucidly written, it provides an excellent and

enjoyable account of why people behave as they do on the Internet.
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The individual is what he is and has the significance that he has not so much by virtue of his

individuality, hut rather as a member oj a great human community, which directs his material and

spiritual existence from the cradle to the grave.

Albert Einstein, Ideas and Opinions (.is quoted in Murphy. l'>7N, p. If>-1)

This chapter focuses on social interactions in large groups, communities, and networks. Asin the previous chapter, much of

the research discussed is borrowed from other disciplines, particularly sociology and social psychology. Practicallyoriented

developers who are not stronglyinterested in research should nonetheless skim this chapter to gain insights into sociability

and design.
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Millions of people flock on the Internet every day in search ofcommunity, to interact

with others, to find out what's happening, and to feel part of things. This chapter

expands on the issue of community begun in Chapter I. To start, it considers mass

communication and examines the relationship between interactivity and common

ground. Next it delves into social networks and network analysis, established socio

logical concepts for explaining social interaction and for defining community in

physical environments. Network analysis is based on the premise that resources

and relationships determine human behavior in social networks. Although only a

small body of research demonstrates the efficacy of network analysis in online

communities, it promises to be useful in this field.

Cooperation and trust help build online communities, just as in physical commu

nities. This chapter examines how such concepts are manifest online. Carefully

crafted policies can play a major role in guiding behavior, supporting cooperation,

and deterring antisocial behavior that destroys trust. Such policies are key to enabling

online community developers to support sociability. This chapter ends by consider

ing how social interaction and design can be related in online communities via the

notion of participatory design.

Critical Mass

Common-ground theory (Chapter 5) can be used to explain communication in pairs

and small groups, but how might it apply to the kinds of mass interactions observed

1Thediscussion inthis chapter draws heavily on theideas ofsociologist Harry Wellman andhis
colleagues, Laura Garton, Milcna Gulia, and Caroline Haythornthwaite, which help to explain
social behavior on the Internet.
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in UscNct newsgroups (Smith, 1999), bulletin boards, chats, and listscrvcrs? In a

study of 2.15 million messages from 659,450 participants, collected from 500

UseNet newsgroups over a six-month period (Whittaker, Tervccn, Hill, &

Cherny, 1998), cross-posting, in which participants posted the same message to several

different groups, was common. Interestingly, although cross-posting may introduce

irrelevant topics, it appeared to stimulate conversation, according to this study.

Although a focused discussion establishes common ground, such conversations may

grow stale; thus they benefit from outside comments. This suggests an interesting

balance: too many off-topic comments will deter common ground; too little varia

tion causes boredom. To achieve an ideal balance, many factors may be involved, and

the problem for developers is knowing which arc most important (Rogers, 1986;

Rafacli & LaRosc, 1993).

The number of people an online community needs to attract others is known as its

critical mass. The community will be perceived as worth joining only if there are

sufficient people and enough activity to make it interesting and worthwhile (Markus,

1987, 1990; Morris & Ogan, 1996; Rice, 1994). Too few people, and there will not

be sufficient discussion to retain people's interest and draw them back; too many

participants, and the community may become chaotic, and people will start to leave.

Lurking too will not prove worthwhile unless there is a critical mass of people to

generate interesting content (Morris & Ogan, 1996).

The concept of critical mass has been used to explain the success or failure of tech

nology adoption, for example, of a BITNET communication network in major

universities in the United States (Rice, 1994) and of an electronic messaging system
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by a small government office (Rice, Grant, Schmitz, &• Torobin, 1990). Critical mass

has also been used to explain interactions in CMC, CSCW, and groupware systems

(Ackerman & Starr, 1995). However, even though it is a useful, easily understood,

common-sense concept, its value is limited becauseit isdifficult to quantify. That said,

with greater understanding of the dynamics of online communities, it may be pos

sible to suggest the number of participants or messages needed to make a particular

community viable and to ensure its growth. Undoubtedly, critical mass will vary

from community to community, according to its focus and personalities, and its

participants' needs, activities, and policies.

Critical mass is useful for online community developers who are prepared to inter

vene and stimulate discussion to draw people into the community. Various techni

ques are used for this. Moderators, for example, may introduce topical issues (Berge,

1992). E-commercc retailers use online communities to draw people to their Web

sites. To do this, they also use special news items, and invite celebrities into their chat

rooms. When the discussion appears to be progressing without intervention, it can be

assumed that critical mass has been reached. A case could also be made for forcing

similar communities to unite in order to achieve critical mass. Alternatively, the

apparently harsh action of "pulling the plug" on some communities so that their

participants migrate and unite to form a viable unit might have overall benefits. Still,

more research on how to measure critical mass is needed to operationalizc the theory.

Research on mass activity in UseNet newsgroups (Smith, 1999; Whittaker, Tervccn,

Hill, £V Cherny, 1998) and listserver communities (Nonnecke & Preece, 2000a) is a

step in the right direction.
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Networks and Network Analysis

Communities rely on relationships for their growth, but, as Chapter 1 explained,

defining community is not straightforward. Some definitions accept short-term

interactions as part of the criteria, as in many UseNet news communities; but others

claim that long-term relationships are necessary, questioning whether an exchange of

one or two messages constitutes a community. If someone feels he or she belongs to a

community, is that a good enough basis for a definition? Not for most sociologists,

who look for evidence of longer-term relationships and networks of relationships.

Networks

For over one hundred and twenty years sociologists have been studying the concept

ofcommunity (Wellman, 1997) in physical environments. More recently, researchers

have started to explore whether these well-known concepts are transferable, and

hence useful for explaining online communities. This section starts by defining

some terms and then delves into some of these concepts.

Basic terms

In both physical and virtual worlds people are connected in social networks by social

relations, such as friendship, work-related; or information exchange (Garton.

Haythornthwaitc, & Wellman, 1999, p. 75). Communities and groups comprise social

networks of people or organizations or other social entities (Wellman, 1997; Garton

et al., 1999). A group is a special type of network whose members are highly inter

connected. Groups may be closely knit and maintain many different kinds of
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relations. Their members may also be tightly bound and maintain connections more

with each other than with others outside of the group.

Network analysts use the term "group" in a rather specialized way. They rely on

their data to determine the degree to which a group is a community. Groups that

share important resources, provide social support, and show reciprocity arc consid

ered communities. Though most online community developers are not interested in

this level ofdetail, they recognize that the term community is reserved for these more

meaningful relationships and therefore may be helpful because it makes it possible to

distinguish among different levels of human commitment. Even though e-commcrce

entrepreneurs are not expecting strong commitment like this, nevertheless the know

ledge may be relevant for measuring the success of networked neighborhoods,

schools, and support groups.

Understanding the strength of the ties that sustain these relationships is also useful.

People who have strong ties, such as family relations, share many resources and depend

on one another. Typically, those with whom wc arc tightly linked are the ones who

offer to help in times ofsicknessor other difficult times (Granovcttcr, 1982).They arc

the people to whom we pour out our hearts in times of distress and from whom we

expect to receive or give support. In contrast people who have weak ties tend to share

fewer resources and depend less on each other, especially emotionally (Granovetter,

1973).The average person may have several hundred weak tics, compared with very

few strong ties. That is not to say that relationships based on weak ties are not

important. In fact, such ties arc important for learning about new ideas, getting

information, meeting new people, and many other reasons (Granovetter, 1973,1982).
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Change of focus

Chapter 1 introduced different interpretations of the term community. The concept

may seem intuitively obvious (Jones, 2000), but even the Dictionary of Sociology

(Abercrombie, 1988) admits that "the term community is one of the most elusive

and vague in sociology, and is by now largely without specific meaning." So, though

debating the concept of community may be fodder for academic study, it contributes

little to informing design. Still, understanding why most sociologists view commu

nity in terms of social networks of relationships helps to inform online community

development because it serves to indicate why some communities survive and others

do not.

There arc many definitions ofcommunity (Hillery, 1955)and each ofus probably has

a different image of what constitutes a community based on our individual experi

ences. For many people, the word conjures up pictures of small, picturesque villages

in pleasant rural settings. Not surprisingly, many sociologistsassociatethe term with a

geographical location, where friends, neighbors, colleagues,and family gather to live,

work, and play. Thinking of communities in terms of spaces was more appropriate

prior to the Industrial Revolution (Jones, 1997). Prior to the Industrial Revolution

people lived in close proximity to one another, and most of their needs were met

from others in their local community. The community was tightly bounded and self-

sufficient. But with the advent of technologies—better transport, the telephone, and,

more recently email and other computer-mediated communication—people spread

out to new geographical locations. The result is that family relationships and friend

ships now have to be supported over long distances. Consequently, people today rely

much less on locally based relationships than fifty years ago.
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Although defining communities in terms of physical location and boundedness is

common, some sociologists focus more strongly on social networks of relationships,

which were not necessarily restricted to a particular geographic region (Garton et al.,

1999; Wellman, 1997). Identifying which relationships were weak and which were

strong also is proving useful (Granovetter, 1973, 1982) because it explains how people

get their needs met, how information and other resources flow through the network,

and therefore, what shapes social networks.

Networks and online communities

Prior to public acceptance and widespread use of the Net, many people living in

north America and Europe may have known large numbers of people, but usually

they had active ties with only around twenty (Kochcn, 1989). With access to email,

lists, bulletin boards, chats, MUDs and MOOs, suddenly people had easy access to

hundreds, even thousands of people worldwide. For many, online accesshas spawned

new relationships both in type and quantity, with people down the road, in the next

office, or in far-flung corners of the globe. Often, these relationships are interwoven

in rich and varied ways with offline relationships. In short, the Net enables people to

extend their sphere of relationships and influence across the world.

An article entitled "Virtual Communities as Communities: Net Surfers Don't Ride

Alone" (Wellman & Gulia, 1998) provided a useful framework for most of the

discussion that follows, though it set out to answer slightly different questions than

those raised and addressed here. (Readers are strongly encouraged to read the original

article; and details are provided in Further Reading.)
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Are strong tics possible online?

In contemporary physical communities most members can be said to really know only

family, and small clusters offriends. And even these close relationships, those based on

strong ties,provide only a few kinds ofsocialsupport. Instead, most people tend to get

their needs met through a larger variety of people with whom they have weaker ties.

More and more people arc going online in search of social support and companion

ship as well as to get information. Wellman and Gulia (1998) report that many online

relationships exhibit strong tics similar to offline relationships, namely, they are

marked by: frequency, companionable contact, mutual reciprocity, supportiveness,

and longevity. In fact, the online format enables some relationships to endure when

otherwise they would probably flounder because of geographical distance. As noted

earlier (Chapters I, 3, 5), many examples of strong online relationships have been

reported. For example, Hiltz and Turoff report that "some participants come to feel

that their closest friends were members of their electronic group whom they seldom

or never saw" (Hiltz & Turoff, 1993). Indeed, Walther (also discussed in Chapter 5)

suggests that the longer people stay in contact online, the stronger their tie tends to

become (Walther, Anderson, & Park, 1994).

In summary, there can be no doubt that strong ties do form online.

Are weak ties useful? If so, how?

Relationships in some online communities can and do exist primarily for information

exchange (Kling, 1996). Listscrvcrsand bulletin boards have been used for this express

purpose for many years. For example, members of the special-interest group in

Computer-Human Interaction (CHI) (chi-announcements@acm.org) can broadcast
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conference and workshop announcements or request information. The ties among

members of such communities are weak. For example, even though many partici

pants meet at the annual CHI conference and have offline contact as well, they do not

support each other emotionally or financially—at least not within the structure of the

listserver community.

However, there are other, richer channels for communication. Relationships develop

between small groups or individuals, via email, in-person visits, or collaborative

work. Other bonds may be kindled by spouses and entire families getting to know

one another. Social networks arc rarely, ifever, as tightly bounded as when based on a

single communication channel. Many communities now operate partly online and

partly offline. For example, may successful e-commerce ventures build on their

established reputations as brick-and-mortar vendors.

Interestingly, some sociologists arc asking whether weak ties are easier to maintain

online. There is evidence, for example, that distance education students do not find

maintaining weak ties online any easier than when colocated (Haythornthwaitc,

2000). Currently, not enough evidence is available to answer this question defini

tively. It may depend on the individuals involved and their experiences with tech

nology. Certainly, those who are used to communicating online find that using email

and engaging in various forms of online community arc good for maintaining weak

ties. But those with less exposure to the digital world may still incur overheads in

using these systems, making the advantages less clear-cut.

The important point to make about weak ties is that they are relatively easy to

maintain, and can be important for obtaining information, making new contacts,

raising awareness of new ideas, and so on.
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Does reciprocity occur online, and how is it related to group identity?

"It isa general norm of community that whatever is given ought to be repaid, if only

to ensure that more is available when needed. Repayment of support and social

resources might be in the form of exchanges of the same kind of aid, reciprocating

in another way or helping a mutual friend in the network" (Wellman & Gulia, 1998,

p. 177).

Sociologists and online community researchers following or engaging in the debate

about what constitutes an online community put great store on the concept of

reciprocity. The fact that people can be anonymous online (in that they may never

see each other, choose to disguise their identity, and can vanish without trace by

pressing a few keys), makes it tempting for many to take from the community

without repaying (Chapter 5). Another phenomenon—feeling a strong sense ofcom

munity without ever contributing, that is, lurking—is also common (Nonnecke &

Preece, 1999). As noted earlier, over 80 to 90 per cent of people lurk in some com

munities (Nonnecke & Preece, 2000a). Some analysts suggest that the greater the

physical distance between people, the less likely it is that reciprocity will occur;

nevertheless, there is considerable evidence of reciprocity online, both between

those linked by weak ties and strong ties.

Other analysts suggest that people who develop a strong social regard and identity with

their socialsystem are likely to make return offersofhelp, if not to the same person then

to others in the system (Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996 in Wellman & Gulia, 1998).

Interestingly, some evidence from social identity theory suggests that people do

not need to be co-present, and that social presence (Chapter 5) may even
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distract from a sense of group identity (Lea & Spears, 1991; Whitworth & Turoff,

2000).

Establishinga strong group identity appears to change the way people behave online

(Spears, Russell, eV Lee, 1990), which bodes well for group identity on the Internet.

It also helps to explain the many examples of apparent altruism, where those who

have benefited in the past feel a sense of obligation to help others (e.g., Preece,

1998).

Another interesting phenomenon in online communities is how status plays out in

group and personal identity and how it affects the common good online. By con

tributing to the group, a participant can get credit and bolster his or her standing. For

example, despite the risks of getting caught, many hackers keep the same alias for

long periods so that others will see their clever work. It's like signing a painting or a

clever criminal leaving a tell-tale mark. On the more positive side, there are people in

online health support communities, who are long recovered, but who come back to

share their experience, to help, and to offer support to current sufferers (Preece,

1999b).

Because group size is usually unknown on the Net, this may encourage people to be

more generous. As the adage states, there is safety in numbers—unless you are the

person in need of help (Wallace, 1999, p. 196). Many horrifying examples exist of

people being mugged or murdered in crowded places and no one coming forward to

help. The point is, a group identity may discourage altruism to those outside of the

group. However, not knowing who is in the group may counter this tendency. As

psychologist Patricia Wallace points out, it takes remarkably little to create a sense of


