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group identity; a group T-shirt or cap will often do the trick (Wallace, 1999). A

shared interest in an online group, even though not visible, may have the same effect,

as found in a study of WMST-L, an unmodcratcd list for people interested in

women's studies (Korcnman, 1999), though gender identification may also have

played a part in this study as most participants were women.

For various reasons having to do with personal and group psychology, reciprocity

can be strong online, even when social ties are weak. This offersgreat hope for online

community developers. As long as people return to the group, which is often

achieved by ensuring fresh information, reciprocity is likely to occur, which will

benefit both the group and the individuals in it.

How does the concept of botmdedness apply to online communities?

Boundedness refers to the ways in which communities are limited. The term is a

legacy from the study of villages and towns with distinct boundaries, which also

served to determine the majority ofsocial relationships among people. Other bounds

are set by requiring people to register or by setting membership conditions. Intranet

communities within companies, for example, are bounded. So although the notion of

boundedness still exists online, it is not dictated by geography. Being bounded

implies that membership and, consequently, the number of weak tics that people

may have are limited, which in turn reduces flow ofnew information into the group.

In some circumstances, boundedness may encourage strong ties through group iden

tity. An unfortunate outcome of this is that members ofhate groups and others on the

margin of society may also develop strong tics that can have broader—and disas

trous—social consequences.
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How do online communities affect "real-life" communities?

Even as we participate in online experiences, it is important to keep in mind our tics to

the physical world. Without question, developing relationships online is a part of

living in an increasingly technical world, but doing so takes time. This raises the

question. How does time spent online affect how we live our physical lives? Arc

online relationships taking the place of close "real-life" relationships? Are people

opting to seek advice, companionship, support from online buddies rather than

spouses, friends next door, or family living down the road? Chapter 1 cited evidence

that America, and probably other parts of the technologically developed world, are

relinquishing their social capital (Putnam, 1995), perhaps because technology enables

people to get their needs met without leaving their homes. Consequently, it is

suggested that as Americans choose to spend more time physically alone, many arc

becoming lonely, and arc becoming less involved in strong relationships. In other

words, strong ties may be getting substituted for many weak tics.

On the other hand, and concomitantly, as the Internet accelerates the trend ofpeople

moving away from interacting in physical community spaces, it may also help to

integrate society and to foster social trust and increase social capital (Putnam, 1995),

by making it easier for people to stay in contact and build new relationships. For

example, the Internet is valuable for disseminating information to a group, to help

members organize action and plan future activities. The advantages of weak ties have

already been discussed. What remains to be seen is whether the Internet diminishes

preexisting strong family and community ties. Further research is needed to answer

this question.
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Network analysis: philosophy and techniques

Social network analysisprovides a philosophy and set of techniques for understanding

how people and groups relate to each other. This philosophy and these techniques

have been used extensively by sociologists (Wellman, 1982, 1992) and communica

tion researchers (Rice, 1987a, 1988, 1994; Rice et al., 1990), library and information

scientists, social informatics researchers, and others. The aim of social network

analysis is to describe why people communicate individually or in groups. "Social

network analysts seek to describe networks of relations as fully as possible, tease out

the prominent patterns in such networks, trace the flow of information (and other

resources) through them, and discover what fleets these relations and networks have

on people and organizations" (Garton, Haythornwaitc & Wellman, 1999, p. 76). "It

makes sense to use social network analysis to understand the patterns of relationships

that people have online, in addition to the fine-grained analyses of online dyads"

(Wellman, 1997, p. 181).

Social network analysis focuses on relations between people, rather than on charac

teristics of individuals, such as gender, age, socioeconomic status and so on. Relations

comprising the unit of study include family relationships, communications links

between people in an organization, support relationships, friendship structure, and

others. Analysts look for resources that arc exchanged in creating and maintaining

social relationships. These relations can be strong or weak, uni- or bidirectional, and

occur over long or short periods of time. Social network analysts look for tics that

connect people by one or more relations. Pairs who maintain strong tics arc likely

to share what resources they have, even though for some people, these resources

may be severely limited. In contrast, weakly tied people arc less likely to share
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resources, although having many weak ties generally provides access to more diverse

types of resources because each person in the relationship operates in different social

networks (Garton et al., 1999). This may help to explain why cross-posting online

appears to stimulate activity in the UseNet study cited earlier (Whittaker et al.,

1998).

When there are many relations among people, they are described as multiplex.

Typically, multiplex tics arc more intimate, supportive, and durable (Wellman,

1992; Havthonithwaitc & Wellman, 1998) and are maintained via more forms of

media (Haythornthwaite. 1996). A question that developers want online community

researchers to answer is how, and in what ways, do multiplex relations develop over

time? Online community developers also need to determine what kind of software,

and sociability and usability, supports development of weak and strong tics for

communities with different needs.

Network analysts study online relationships either of a whole community or of a key

group of people in a large popidation community. In whole network analysis, each

individual or a sample of individuals is asked to report their connections with the

other members of the network. This approach is most suitable for studying formal

networks with clearly identifiable boundaries and small populations (such as depart

ments, clubs or societies, or family groups), or an online community in which

membership is restricted, as in a company intranet.

Communities composed of large networks with ill-defined boundaries are analyzed

by identifying key people in the community, the egos, making them the center of the

network, and attempting to identify those with whom they have ties, the alter egos.
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The egos arc asked to identify the people who form their social network (the alters).

This approach reveals the range and variety of connectivity of these key individuals

within the community. However, because the number of people involved can be

very large this means that information is rarely collected about all these people.

The type ofdata collected in whole network and ego-centered analysis isbroadly similar.

Data is collected using questionnaires, interviews, diaries, observations, computer

monitoring, and ethnography. Figure 6.1 shows part of a typical questionnaire

(Garton et al., 1999, p. 91). Most researchers agree that a combination of these

approaches provides the best results. Various well-known software tools for this

purpose are also available, such as NUDIST, for organizing ethnographic data and

identifying patterns in the data. Statistical analysis tools (SPSS and SAS) arc used to

help analyze the data into matrices and network diagrams, known as sociograms, like

those in Figures 6.2 and 6.3 (Garton et al., 1999, p. 97). Notice how these diagrams

help convey changes in the network ofpeopleafter computer-mediated communica

tion is introduced. Automated tools also help in network analysis, for example,

UCINET (Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman, 1999) and krackplot (Krackhardt, Blythe,

& McGrath, 1994).

The Internetisespecially interesting for network analysts because it offers a variety of

community networks. However, it is also challenging to track because it is really a

network ofnetworks. Furthermore somenetworks, suchasmany UseNet newscom

munities, arc very loosely knit; members have considerable autonomy and move

between groups freely, making it hard for researchers to track them. In addition, the

continual growth of the Internet makes it difficult for researchers to stay on top of

group memberships that are constantly changing and growing. Still, network analysis
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Figure 6.1 Part of a survey on communications patterns

Garton ct al., 1999 p.91. Reproduced by permission of Sage Publications, Inc.

helps to answerquestions about who talks to whom, about what, using which media

(Haythornthwaite, 2000), as well as how ties arc maintained or change over time.

Sociologists can also determine whether networks in online communities form a

social group or a community, according to their definitions of these terms

(Wellman, 1997).
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Figure 6.3 A second sociogram example, after CMC was introduced

Garton ct al., 1999. Reproduced by permission of Sage Publications, Inc.
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There is no denying that network analysis requires expertise and takes time, so it is

unlikely that online community developers will do such analysis themselves.

However, they can learn from sociologists about the nature of online relationships

and how these relationships are affected by sociability and usability, to inform their

work in online community development.

Cooperation and Trust

Successful communities arc built on cooperation and trust. In practice, however,

behavior that seems reasonable to one person, and gets their needs met, may damage

the group. As already discussed, reciprocity is a central concern for communities. But

given the potential problems caused by the absence ofsocial presence, anonymity and

the ability to simply leave a community (Chapter 5), how can cooperation and trust

develop in online communities?

Cooperation

The tension between what is best for the group and what is best for the individual

is known as a social dilemma (Kollock, 1998). Social dilemmas are common, and

potentially destructive, so they arc of central interest to psychologists, sociologists,

and anthropologists. In his explanation of trust online, Peter Kollock draws on one of

the best-known studies, Axelrod's two-prisoner dilemma (1984), three of whose

conditions for cooperation may be relevant to online communities (Kollock, 1998).
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The first of these conditions is that the chance of two individuals meeting again in the

future must be high, otherwise people may be tempted to take what they want from

the community without worrying about the effect of their behavior on others

because there are no future implications (Walther, 1994). Thus, the presence of

ongoing relationships is important. Communities, such as UseNet News, where

people can visit and leave without commitment and consequences discourages coop

eration and civil behavior. Though, often, there arc tio consequences to the indivi

dual, the effect of his or her inappropriate behavior on the community can be

devastating, especially in support communities (Preece, 1999b). As noted throughout

this book, requiring people to register to join a community may help to deter casual

hopping from community to community. Reciprocity and trust need to be sup

ported within the context ofephemeral online relations (Rice, 1987b)by registration.

The second condition is that people must be able to identify one another, so that

everyone knows who is responsible for a given message or comment. This condition

has far-reaching implications for online communities, particularly for text-based

environments where it may not be easy to identify a person. On the other hand, as

Chapter 5 pointed out, there can also be advantages from not being able to make

quick, superficial judgments basedon a person's appearance,as tends to happen in the

offline world. Likeminded people like each other more than those from whom they

differ (Granovetter, 1982; Walther, 1994), and sharing a passion or a problem in a

discussion may foster cooperation more effectively than would happen offline.

The third condition is that there be a record of past behavior and the probability of

future interactions, so that those who cooperate and those who do not can be sepa-
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rated out. Anticipation of future meetings is a powerful incentive for encouraging

people to behave reasonably (Walther, 1994). But most people communicate with

many different people online, and many online communities arc large, so it is

difficult to keep track of everyone, particularly without physical contact. Keeping

archives may help, but search facilities are also needed, because many archives are

difficult to search. In any case, searching takes time, so mechanisms for keeping

histories of behavior are also useful. The reputation manager in eBay is an example

of such a mechanism (Kollock, 1999). Every time a product is sold the purchaser is

asked to rate the performance of the vendor for various aspects of the service; these

ratings are then added to a reputation profile that is available for view by future

customers.

The definition of acceptable behavior in a community will depend on the purpose of

the community, the activities and attitudes of the people who belong to it, and the

policies by which the community governs itself. Education communities, for exam

ple, may be less tolerant of heated remarks than, say, political communities. Medical

communities may even be less tolerant becauseofthe sensitivity ofparticipants, many

of whom are vulnerable.

It doesn't take much to get people to feci part ofa facc-to-face group (Wallace, 1999).

Online, shared interests may be sufficient, even in the absence of the personal cues.

However, those who do feel estranged online may feci freer to respond with

even more polarized actions. Lack of physical cues online, anonymity, and the

ability to disappear without trace clearly have both pluses and minuses for online

communities.
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Trust

When there is trust among people, relationships flourish; without it, they wither.

Most interactions among people or organizations involve some level of trust. Telling

someone your innermost thoughts, empathizing about a medical problem, cooperat

ing on a project, or purchasing a product from an c-commcrcc company all require

trust. The greater the risk associated with the activity, the higher the level of trust is

needed. "At the heart of any unsecured transaction is a social dilemma" (Kollock,

1999).

As Howard Rhcingold points out, meeting people online is a strange process,

one that almost reverses how we do so in person. "|I]n traditional kinds of

communities, we are accustomed to meeting people, then getting to know them;

in virtual communities, you can get to know people and then choose to meet

them" (Rhcingold, 1993). Add to this the implications of no physical cues, and

the result is the need online for a longer period of time to build trust (Chapter 5).

Online, trust is somewhat dichotomous: On the one hand, people feel freer to

disclose personal details; on the other, lack of actual contact makes trust online

fragile.

What exactly is trust? The following definitions provide a basis for understanding the

nature of trust in online communities:

Trust is the expectation that arises within a community of regular, honest, and

cooperative behavior, based on commonly shared norms, on the part of the

members of the community. (Fukuyama, 1995, p. x)
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Trust is the positive expectation a person has for another person, organization,

tool, or process that is based on past performance and truthful future guarantees

made by a responsible person or organization. (Shneidcrman, 2000)

Trust develops from positive past experiences or is carried by a reputation of respon

sible, reliable behavior that creates an expectation, a belief, that future interactions

with that person, company, or organization will be the same, that "they will live up

to expectations." As in the physical world, members of online communities develop

trust when promises and expectations are met. "For online communities, specifically,

trust is essential because it's the glue that holds together not only your relationship

with your members, but the members' relationships with each other. Trust is at

the core of any community and any lasting customer relationship. Trust is not

granted outright; it must be earned" (Figallo, 1998, p. 83). For certain types of

communities, such as many medical and e-commerce communities, obviously trust

is extremely important. eBay's reputation manager, noted as a mechanism to

support cooperation, is also designed to support trust (Kollock, 1999). Giving

customers access to information about vendor reputations provides a basis for

trust.

Trust is also important for communities of practice concerned with knowledge

exchange and management (Licbowitz, 1999), particularly when sensitive informa

tion is involved, such as that which could be detrimental to someone's employment

or endanger their ability to get health insurance. Communities in which accepted

behavior is defined and monitored arc safer places, thus trust in them is easier

to develop. For example, a carefully moderated patient support community will
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encourage more trust than an unmodcratcd MOO community, where assuming a

false persona and role-playing are part of the culture (Turkic, 1995).

When people experience the same response repeatedly, they come to expect it in

similar circumstances in the future, and behave accordingly. If their expectations

continue to be met, their trust will increase. In the words of Sara Kiesler: "If it

walks like a duck and talks like a duck, we are going to treat it like a duck—at

least for now. ... [DJucklincss seems a good clue to its future behavior and how we

should respond" (1997 p. 196). Conversely, when people's expectations arc not met

they are unlikely to continue trusting the person or company that failed them. As in

real life, finding ways of supporting and managing trust in online communities is

important (Kollock, 1999).

The question is how to encourage trust in online communities, given their diversity

and special challenges? Ben Shneidcrman suggests a model for facilitating trust (2000),

which, though geared toward e-commerce, may be of benefit in other online com

munities. The model has three components. The first is to clarify the context in which

negotiations or interactions are to occur. For example, people or companies can

provide evidence of who they arc, which could be in the form of competence

and past performance in business or a statement of long-term involvement in a

community. The second component is to make clear and truthful commitments.

In a busuiess or health community, this might include guaranteeing the quality of

a product or service; committing to being timely and cooperative; ensuring privacy

and security (via an explicit policy with guarantees, for example); or promising to

take responsibility for failuresand to remedy the problem. The third component is to
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recognize that trust involves taking a risk, though doing so is based on a good

reputation of quality and reliability. Evidence and guarantees arc helpful for this

component.

Encouraging community members to be responsive and reliable will help to build

community trust; but first members must be made aware that trust is valued in the

community (Goleman, 1995). To date, recording past behavior and building in

expectations of future meetings help to foster trust and group identity online, but

more powerful and explicit ways may be needed in the future for this still-new

medium, which has specific challenges.

Social Informatics

This section asks the question, if "the medium is the message" as Marshall McLuhan

stated in 1960, how can community involvement and social values be encouraged in

the design, development, and use of technology that supports online communities?

Social informatics is the term used to characterize research on the social aspects of

computerization. It is concerned with the interdisciplinary study of the design,

uses, and consequences of information technologies within social and cultural

contexts (Kling, 1999). The social context of information technology development

and use plays a significant role in influencing how people work with it, which in turn

influences their social relationships. For example, consider two electronic journal

systems set up to work with their editorial boards in quite different ways (Kling,
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1999). One electronic journal encourages numerous links to other people and infor

mation, thereby forming a thriving community through discussion of articles that

includes authors and readers. In the other system, a review panel is organized and

controlled by an editor, with no opportunity for discussion of articles. The review

process is quick, efficient, and anonymous. Clearly, community involvement in the

two systems will be very different.

Historically, the design of artifacts, particularly those involving media, have had

strong social and political impact. Johannes Gutenberg's printing press made mass

distribution of his bibles possible. Radio broadcasting helped shapeeventsduring the

Second World War by motivating national support for the cause. Today, we arc

witnessing the doctor-patient relationship being transformed by the Internet.

Empowered by the information they find online, patients approach their doctors

on a more equal basis, and force doctors to stay up-to-date with medical advances.

Some doctors embrace this change; others arc annoyed or feel threatened by patients

taking this initiative, feeling that their expertise is being challenged (Kahin & Keller,

1995).

Several questions emerge for online community developers who impart social and

moral values (Friedman, 1997, p. 1). For example, how can they collect knowledge

about social informatics and translate it into concrete design? They must be sensitive

to and aware of the potential social implications of design, especially when used in

conjunction with design methods that take account of social and cultural environ

ments, as well as technical issues, as occurs in sociotechnical systems design (Eason, 1988).

In sociotechnical systems design, system refers to the whole network of users,
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technology, and environments in which the system will be used. The design process

explicitly acknowledges that the design has social and political cachet. Design, there

fore, cannot be done independent of the social system in which it will be implemen

ted. Software that will be embedded in a social process should be designed as part of

that social process. One way to achieve this is to invite users to participate in online

community development through participatory design (Grccnbaum & Kyng, 1991;

Schuler, 1996; Schuler & Namioka, 1993) and development. Part Two discusses how

to do this.

Summary

Research that informs the development of online community will take time to

complete. Until then, online community developers can borrow from sociology,

communications studies, computer-supported cooperative work, and social psychol

ogy. This chapter concludes Part One. To review, Chapter 5 focused on individuals

and small groups, whereas this chapter looked at the sociological view, in which social

network analysis and associated research was used to explain online relationships. This

approach drew on some of the same basic psychological knowledge that was dis

cussed in Chapter 5, so though the assumptions that can be drawn arc different, they

are strongly complementary. Some of the same issues were raised, but in a new light.

They included lack of physical cues, anonymity, and limited awareness of others.

Knowledge of these issues is not, however, the same as knowing how to deal with

them. The social context in which interactions occur can be complex, fragile, and

highly susceptible to even minor changes.
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What, then, are the conclusions that can be drawn from this chapter to inform online

community development? One, that people can be remarkably supportive even to

strangers with whom they have only very weak ties. In this situation, the absence of

physical cues is an advantage because people are less likely to make snap judgments

about each other. Furthermore, it seems to make people feel freer to disclose infor

mation about themselves and to want to help others. Two, that strong ties can form

online, though they often take longer than in offline interactions. Three, that inter

acting over a period oftime with a defined community appears to discourageaggres

sion and flaming. Four, that group identity online seems to be stimulated by common

interests and shared experience, in the absence of physical and/or cultural connections

that often drive offline relationships. Five, that being anonymous seems to encourage

people to more readily reach out to help. The so-called by-standersphenomenon does

not seem to happen online as it does in physical environments. Six, that, unfortu

nately, online people may more easily give in to inappropriate behavior because of

the "hit-and-run" atmosphere online.

These conclusions raise the questions, what can online developers do to ensure good

outcomes online—the formation of appropriate and strong ties, as well as a rich

network of weak tics that generate new information and traffic to the community?

To begin, developers can relate these research findings to the community's purpose,

to the kind of people in the community, and to the policies that guide the commu

nity's development.

To close, it is important to note that the distinction between online and physical

communities is becoming increasingly blurred (Lazar & Preece, 1998). Communities
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that either exist only online or offlinewill become rarer as greater numbers of people

gain Internet access. Whether participating in online communities will supplement or

detract from "real-life" relationships remains to be seen. Today, social capital is

decreasing in America, and possibly in other Westernized societies (Putnam, 1995),

so certainly there is reason for concern but also reason for hope, because the Internet

can be used to connect people.

Further Reading

"Studying online social networks" (Garton, Haythornthwaite, & Wellman, 1999)

This chapter in DoingInternet Research (edited by SteveJones) givesa good account of

the basic practices of network analysis. In addition to defining terms and describing

the processes ofnetwork analysis, this chapter gives usefulexamplesofdata collection

and analysis.

"Work, Friendship, and Media Use for Information Exchange in a Networked

Organization" (Haythornthwaite & Wellman, 1998), and "Community Develop

ment Among Distance Learners: Temporal and Technological Dimensions"

(Haythornthwaite, Guziec, Robins, & Shoemaker, 2000)

The first paper is the report of a study done on work and friendship in an

organization. It is a clear example of how to pose and test hypotheses using

network analysis, and reports interesting results. The second paper discusses a

virtual community study that was much informed by the social network

approach.
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"What is Social Informatics and Why does it Matter?" (Kling, 1999)

This paperinsightfully discusses how technical design impacts social processes as well

as individuals. It is a must-read, in that it contains an important message, written in a

clear and enjoyable style, for both users and technology designers.

"Internet Paradox: A Social Technology that Reduces Social Involvement and

Psychological Well-being?" (Kraut et al., 1998), and "Internet and Society.

Preliminary Report." (Nie & Ebring, 2000)

These articles describe studies done to determine the impact of the Internet on social

behavior; they raise controversial, disturbing questions, in particular, does intensive

Internet usage lead to depression and loneliness?

"Studying Personal Communities" (Wellman, 1982)

This early account ofnetwork analysis describeshow the technique was used to study

physical communities, citing examples of its application to East York, a community

outside of Toronto. This chapter in the book Social Structure and Network Analysis

contains clear definitions and example analyses. Those not familiar with the technique

will find value in understanding its original application before considering how it can

be used for CMC networks.

"An Electronic Group is Virtually a Social Network" (Wellman, 1997)

This chapter in Culture of the Internet edited by Sara Kicslcr explains why network

analysis is valuable for studying CMC networks. In particular, it clearly positions

network analysis as an approach with techniques for examining relationships among

larger numbers of people, rather than just dyads, the unit of study for much CMC

work done by human—computer interaction researchers.
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"Virtual Communities as Communities: Net Surfers Don't Ride Alone" (Wellman

& Gulia, 1998b) or this article appears asa chapter "Net Surfers Don't Ride Alone" in

Networks in the Global Village edited by Barry Wellman (Wellman & Gulia, 1999)

The Networks section of this chapter contains a discussion of social networks and a

list of questions based on this source. Readers are strongly encouraged to read the

original for a rich background of sociological concepts, illustrated with many

examples. It is compelling reading for anyone interested in the sociology of online

communities.


