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Group-Based Mediational Leadershipinan
Online Project Team Context
Abstract
Mediational |eadership focuses on facilitating decision-making and relationship
management within agroup. This study examined how mediational action could be practiced
collaboratively in a multi-group online project team environment to provide expert leadership on
acritical task. Dataincluded email achives, questionnaires from group membersinvolved in
coding messages for other research, and participant-observation standpoints provided by the
authors. Findings showed the expert leaders group was approached for assistance both directly
and by looping inquiries through the group's designated nominal leader. Both types of
connectivity to the group appeared effective in providing expert recommendations. The climate
of the group also indicated it functioned effectively as a site of mediational action. However, a
collaborative modd like mediationa |eadership could prove inefficient for certain CSCW

groups or teams due to the amount of time involved in interaction.



Group-Based Mediational Leadershipinan
Online Project Team Context

Computer-supported collaborative work (CSCW), through the use of virtual teams and
groups, has evolved to become a significant facet of organizational life (Scott, 1999). Using
teams of workers dispersed over geographical locations and time horizons, yet linked together
through access to communication networks, has changed the way people work in groups and
redefined the nature of teamwork (Jackson, 1999; Lipnack & Stamps, 1997).

While there has been a substantial amount of research on the overall effectiveness of
CSCW (see Scott, 1999, for athorough summary), relatively little is known about how process
management strategies and other forms of |eadership activities influence collaborative processes
and performancein virtual teams and groups (Pauleen & Y oong, 2001, Yoo and Alavi, 2001).
Certain technological forms of CSCW employ nonmember facilitators to implement process
management routines and, in effect, function as procedural process leaders (Aukhus, 2001;
McGrath & Hollingshead, 1994). Recent perspectives on group collaboration (Stohl & Walker,
2002; Sudweeks & Rafaeli, 1996) have noted that group members power can often be traced to
how much control they are able to exercise over shared meanings about collaborative goals or
processes as opposed to actual decision outcomes. Virtual teams and groups engaged in CSCW,
just like conventional face-to-face interacting groups, clearly need some mechanism for
providing guidance and structure in what istypically arelatively unstructured group context.

The study reported here examines an aternative approach to leadership in a collaborative
virtual group context. It analyzes the use of afunctionally relevant expert team as aform of
collaborative leader ship structure. The asynchronous communication process of thisform of
team approach to arriving at guidance on certain task decisionsisthe focal point of the analysis.

The overarching aim of the study addresses how collaborative processes and outcomes
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characterizing the project group provides insights into how the construct of collaboration itself

can be a useful model for managing collaborative processes.
Group Context

This study focuses on one of the first known instances of avirtual project group being
composed to engage in the empirical study of computer-mediated communication in online
group contexts (see Sudweeks & Rafaeli, 1996; Rafaeli, Sudweeks, Konstan, & Mabry, 1998;
Sudweeks and Allbritton, 1996; for a complete explanation of the project). The project group
encompassed over 100 participating researchers from more than a dozen countries on five
continents, serving in various capacities at different pointsin time. The project's goa wasto
develop a database of randomly selected, content coded, messages sampled from various types
of online groups. Project members interacted using asynchronous communication (email) for
nearly the entire time the two-year project was conducted. There were occasions when founding
members met at conferences and collogquiums or bore the expense of international telephone
conversations but these contacts were infrequent and not part of a structured schedul e of
meetings. Two membersinvolved in the group's inception functioned as coordinating managers.

Over the course of the project's duration, a number of committees and ad hoc groups
were formed. Some of these committee groups functioned as standing committees (e.g., Ethics,
Copyright). Others were formed in response to specific needs of the quantitative research
methodology used in the study (e.g., Sampling, Reliability). About one third of the project's
researchers served on one or more of these committees. The committee system was designed by
the project coordinators to facilitate decision making. The process of committee formation
involved preliminary discussions among all membersto clarify issues associated with a
particular facet of the research, followed by acall for volunteers. Committees of 3-12 volunteers

represented the divergent opinions of the group. After lengthy discussions among committee



members, a policy proposal was drafted by the committee coordinator and submitted to the
project group for ratification.

The most unique group formed for the purpose of implementing the research design was
atemporary group labeled the Oracles. This group was composed of twelve members
(“oracles’) with expertise in various aspects of research methodology and led by a member
playfully dubbed the “Commish” (that is, Commissioner of Oracles; one of the co-authors). The
Oracles responsibilities and procedural process was announced to all project participants. The
Oracles group was charged with the responsibility of maintaining the fidelity of data reliability
by resolving problems that arose from the application of message coding categories by message
coders. When a coder was uncertain of aparticular coding protocol, guidance could be obtained
by emailing the Oracles viaadistribution list specifically created for the group. Email was
channeled to the group’ s coordinator (the Commish) who functioned as a contact person and
gatekeeper for the Oracles group. The Commish identified the most likely (although not
exclusive) Oracle member to respond to the particular query. When appropriate, the Commish
distributed inquiries or perceived problemsto the entire group. Additional information on the
project and other support groupsis available in Rafadli et a. (1998).

The Oracles group was unique in avariety of ways compared to other groups formed to
support the project. Firgt, it had the most narrowly defined task: it functioned exclusively to deal
with questions or conflicts that arose from applying message content coding protocols adopted
for the project. These protocols were developed collaboratively in the early months of the
project. Each researcher participating as a message coder was trained and tested on the use of the
coding protocols. Second, the Oracles group's time horizon was interdependent on the coding
process, which took place over a six-month period. Third, the Oracles group was responsible for
making decisions about work in progress — the coding of messages by researchers (some aspects

of the Reliability group's work in protocol training was similar to that experienced in the Oracles



group). Fourth, the Oracles group differed from all other groupsin that it was obliged to
establish a collaborative relationship with each research coder posing aquestion for it to
consider. Finally, the Oracles group's collaborations were confidential because of the potential
contamination effects its discussions could have on the work of other coders and on accurate
overall estimates of coder reliability. Coders were discouraged from interacting among
themselves while they were engaged in the coding task. Instead, they were instructed to direct
guestions, decision making quandries about coding protocols, and even their frustrations over
the work to the Oracles group.

The key issue addressed in this study is the efficacy of a collaborative form of
facilitation, or leadership, within the context of avirtual collaborative research project group.
We address two specific questions about |eadership facilitation and virtual collaboration: (i)
what patterns of group response, if any, characterized how the Oracles group implemented its
primary charge? and (ii) what events shaped the group’ s communi cative environment in addition
to any patterns that might have emerged in the way it responded to solicitations from coders?

L eader ship and Facilitation

The Oracles group represented aform of collaborative teamwork that Stohl and Walker
(2002) have conceptualized as a Negotiated Temporary System (NTS). They argue that NTSs
are atype of bona fide group context. Therefore, they function to mediate collaborative
obligations dictated by individual and group goals, constitutive outcomes, and mutual
accountability among collaborating partners. Thus, the primary objective of this study is
ng how the Oracles group functioned as an NTS and a source of leadership with respect
to the task of message coding.

Barge (1996) has noted that:

Viewing leadership as aform of mediation shifts from conceptualizing leadership skills

solely in reference to task and people problems to couching skills in the language of



information processing and the strategies associated with acquiring, retrieving,

managing, and using information. (p. 322)

Barge also points out that attempting to establish a dialogue between group membersisan
integral element of the communication skills leaders must embrace in approaching leadership
from amediational perspective.

These group dialogues, though, can take different forms (Barge, 1996), and may vary
according to the diversity of group members (Neff, 1995; O’ Hara-Devereaux & Johansen, 1994)
and fluidity and clarity of group goals and expectations (Shockley-Za abak, 2002). The Oracles
group was particularly characteristic of these contingencies. It was a cross-culturally composed
group conceived to support members of the cross-cultural and cross-functiona project group
from which its members were drawn. The Oracles group’ s procedures were relatively
unstructured and reactive even though its purpose was prescribed. And its primary goal —
success in maintaining the fidelity of research data— could not be immediately discerned from
its decisions because the work was till in progress.

According to Barge (1996), mediational leadership is not asimple construct. He
distinguishes between object and action mediational |eadership. Object mediation involves
external information gathering and networking often included under the concept of
environmental scanning. Action mediation involves more internally focused activities related to
achieving particular goals. In particular, action mediational leadership draws on the nature of
decision-making functions and relational consequences of decision implementation. The
implications of action mediational |eadership seem particularly relevant to understanding virtua
teams and groups.

Barge (1996) characterizes the attributes of |eadership accruing to action mediation

practices in the following way:



The ability of leaders to be effective action mediators turns on two key skills. First,
leaders must be able to facilitate group membersin decision making, or in selecting from
among competing aternatives, that will move the group’ s goals and tasks. This
necessitates |eaders being skilled in various communication activities that allow the
group to arrive at quality decisions. Second, leaders need to be skilled at managing
personal relationships among group members. (p. 324)
Thus, leadership hueing towards action mediation involves facilitating decision-making and
relational management. However, it is not clear how atechnologically constructed modality of
group communication like asynchronous computer communication (Mabry, 2002) supports
these leadership dimensions.
L eader ship and Virtual Collaboration
Turoff (1991) observed one set of asynchronous group process factors that designers of
computer-mediated communication (CMC) based group support systems should include — what
he labeled meta individual and group processes.
1. Regulation: Managing participation, allocation and ordering of tasks, and process
efficacy.
2. Facilitation: Organizing, extrapolating, and summarizing information and resources,
filtering out irrelevant information; integrating group goals and effort.
3. Social-Emotional Activities: Consensus-building; identifying and resolving conflict;

promoting cooperation and cohesiveness.

Turoff’s (1991) meta process constructs appear anal ogous to action mediation leadership
dimensions. Regulation and facilitation are typically associated with activities that enhance
group decision-making, and socia-emotional activities involve behavioral requisites of

relational development and maintenance.



The construct of decision-making istypically approached in formulaic terms (see,
Hirokawa & Salazar, 1999, for arecent summary). However, leadership from a mediational
perspective might be better understood with respect to the cumulative impact of leader
communication on decision-making (Pavitt, 1999). This makes sense when the more open and
formative attributes of group collaboration are viewed as the overarching contextualization of a
group’ sinteractive environment (Stohl & Walker, 2002). And research by Poole and Holmes
(1995), using structured group decision support systems (GDSSs), has shown that computer-
mediated groups are often better able to influence group consensus, perceived decision quality,
and decision satisfaction. These results were observed even though computer-supported groups

used more than one structurally distinct procedural process path in arriving at adecision.

Researchers studying virtual teams and organizations have attached substantial
conceptual and practical significanceto trust as afactor in the successful performance of virtual
groups (Handy, 1995; Javenpaa & Leidner, 1998; Keyworth & Leidner, 2000; McKinney &
Mabry, 1999; Shockley-Zalabak, 2002). However, research by Walther (1994; 1997) has shown
that relational and group effort perceptions of membersin virtua groups relying exclusively on
asynchronous CMC are influenced by whether they anticipate having continued interaction with
their teammates. Attributions of group trust, interpersonal immediacy, and perceived similarity

were positively related to anticipated future interaction in the group.

The preceding discussion has drawn on leadership theory and research framed by the
assumption that leadership isasingularly definable role (an archtype) that characterizes those
who enact it. Fisher (1986), drawing on Weick’s (1978) leader as medium metaphor, argued that
leadership is systemic. Leadership is agroup’s coherence mechanism for organizing systemic
action and direction, in dealing with its complexity as asocial system. This perspective seems

particularly relevant to ng a collaborative leadership activity like that embodied in using
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the Oracles group as a mediational |eadership structure. A group dedicated to providing

leadership for a complex task and working relationshipsis arguably in a better position to
constructively support and enact the integrative complexity that Weick and Fisher envisioned.
Methods

The aim of this assessment is to draw inferences and conclusions regarding the
effectiveness of using collaborative leadership in avirtual project group. The methodology
employed in this study might be characterized as avirtual field ethnography (Dollar &
Mierrigan, 2002). The empirical goal isto explicate how (if) members of the Oracles group
constructed collaborative communication both among themselves and other members of the data
coding team. According to Stohl and Walker (2002), collaborative processesin NTSs may
engage any or al of the following dimensions of group climate-building: decision-making,
commitment, trust, power, and knowledge management. How a group manages these
characteristics of collaboration should be evident in its communication content and patterns.
With respect to leadership through collaboration, the question becomes how these factors
emerge to guide research coders and, secondarily, how they affect other committee groups with
contemporaneous charges.
Data Forms and Collection

Three distinct forms of data inform this project: (1) alog of eectronic mail of the
Oracles group; (2) information obtained from coders supplied on post-task questionnaires, and
(3) the authors” unique perspectives as participant-observers of the Oracles group (one asthe
“Commish” and the other as a co-founding member of the research project and facilitating
participant in some of the group’ s decisions and discussions). A brief discussion of these data
follows.

Email Messages. A log file of N = 210 usable messages (excluding duplicates and

mi sdirected messages more appropriate for other discussion lists provided for the project) was



11
available for analysis. (Email system and personally identifying information has been

removed or abbreviated.) Thisfile was maintained by the “Commish” as part of the Oracles
group’ sworking history. Table 1 contains a disaggregation and descriptive analysis of the
messages availablein thefile.

[Insert Table 1 here]

Coder Questionnaires. Not everyone involved with the overall research project served as
amessage coder. However, approximately one-third, of the over one hundred people connected
in some way to the two-year project, volunteered to provide content coding of messages
sampled from online groups using the project’ s standardized codebook. All coders were asked to
fill out and electronically return a post-task questionnaire that was available from an FTP server,
along with other coding information and the set of messages coded. Access to coded datawas
restricted initially to members of the research group and, after aperiod of two years, placed in
the public domain.

The questionnaire contained sections on: (a) personal information and backgrounds of
each coder, (b) procedures used in coding and transmitting coded data, (c) perceptions of the
group and message content coders analyzed, and (d) annotation information about the
experience of coding (e.g. noting advice of Oracles affecting coding decisions, technical
problems that may have been encountered, etc.).

Coders were both demographically and geographically diverse according to the N = 33
returned questionnaires. The majority of coders were male (57.6%) versus female (42.4%), and,
as agroup, could be considered mature with respect to age with the mgjority faling into the 36-
50 year range (57.6%). Approximately one quarter were in the 21-35 year range (27.3%) and a
relatively significant number in the 51-65 year range (15.1%). Also, as a group, coders were
internationally diverse although the majority were located in the United States (63.6%). The

remaining 36.4% were located in Australia, Brazil, Canada, Israel, Sweden and the UK.
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Predictably, coders were well educated with amost half (48.5%) holding a PhD degree and

81.8% reporting holding a Master degree or higher. Most of the members of the Oracles group
also volunteered as coders. Therefore, the preceding profile information on coders functions as a
proxy for information concerning the composition of the Oracles group.

Participant Observation. As was noted above, the authors were substantially involved in
avariety of the project’ s activities including functioning as the coordinating member of the
Oracles committee. However, only the author who co-founded the research project had
experience in every phase of the project (e.g., codebook devel opment, coding procedures,
message sampling, reliability assessment, etc.). Thus, each author’ simmersion experience was
different and provided them with unique, but complementary, perspectives as anaysts of the
Oracles group.

Data Analysis

Aswith any ethnography, data was approached from a descriptive and judgmentally
neutral perspective. The corpus of email messages and quantitative data were examined both
independently and collaboratively. Due to length constraints, the authors were selective with
exemplars used in interpreting findings. These exemplar selections are addressed in the
discussion of results. Questionnaire data was submitted to various analyses in order to better
understand project and group participant processes.

Results

Surveying the spectrum of data available for analysisled us to the conclusion that
findings needed to parallel the sensitizing conceptua framework for the study rather than be
bound by its data forms. Thus, the results address the two research questions of interest: (1)
collaborative leadership patterns, i.e. the pattern of group response within the Oracles group; and
(2) the communication environment of Oracles group, i.e. the events that shaped the group’s

communication and the way the group responded to solicitations from coders.
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Collaborative Leader ship Patterns

Two distinct patterns of responsiveness emerged to characterize how the Oracles group
reacted to solicitations for assistance from message coders:. (1) direct, or (2) looped. Neither
pattern appeared to be a clearly dominant mode of response.

Direct Responsiveness. The pro forma guidance for engaging the Oracles alowed for
codersto email queriesto the Oracles distribution list. The Oracles coordinator identified as
the most likely (although not exclusive) channel for group responses. Direct responses involved
Oracles who emailed their advice to the coder soliciting it, without looping the message through
the Commish (see Figure 1). There was, of course, nothing inherently or normatively improper
with this decision.

[Insert Figure 1 here]

Inal likelihood, direct responsiveness emerged for two reasons. First, as a means of
organizing the group’ swork, Oracles volunteered to “cover” specific variables defined in the
codebook. Thus, each Oracle self-identified with a sense of expertise related to extrapolating
certain elements of a message’ s meaning and was motivated to make that expertise known
within the circle of researchers working on the project. Second, as most of the Oracles were also
coders, it is reasonable to assume they appropriated a sense of duty in quickly responding to
coders needing guidance as they surely would have wanted if the inquiries came from
themselves.

An example of direct responsiveness can be seen in the short thread labeled “Using “9”
[Missing Data] Code.” Thisthread is also unique in that the person responding was one of the
project coordinators who was in the group primarily as a back-up member. His presence,
though, was fortuitous in that the question dealt with a generic issue not specifically attached to
any message analysis variable, and he was involved with the collaboration that produced the

codebook. The message sequence below lists messages in the order they were received
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Inquiry to Oracles from Mark:

Dear Oracle(s),

This morning | received a copy of the codebook, 100 nmessages etc. Al
seens ok but for one confusing section in the questionnaire:

' 9. Wiy was it necessary to code 9:

' MSGNUM

Vari abl e:

Reason:

' (repeat for each variable coded 9)

| see no reference to 'coding 9° in the codebook. Can soneone pl ease
tell me where to | ook or when coding 9 for a variable is appropriate

and what it means. Thanks.
Response from SR. (project coordinator):

Mar k:

You ask:

> |1 see no reference to 'coding 9' in the codebook. Can soneone

> please tell me where to | ook or when coding 9 for a variable is

> appropriate and what it neans. Thanks.

>

The codebook states that you should use 9, very sparingly, when no

ot her answer seens appropriate. About 50 |ines down, fromfirst |ine,
it says:

If there is absolutely no way you can code a variable, use 9 (except

t he 4-col unmm DEPEND2, which will be coded 9999 as indicated). Make a
note in the codebook questionnaire (see separate file) for every tine
you' ve chosen this drastic neasure.

Hope this hel ps.
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Response from E.M. (the Commish):
Mar Kk,
Under the sideheadi ng METHODOLOGY, paragraph 4 [un-nunbered],
expl ai ns that nunmber "9" is to be used as a |l ast resort (sic.
"drastic neasure") code for any variable that you just can't figure
out how to code using the prescribed numeric code options for the
gi ven variable. The request of all coders is to make notations of
each such encounter (hopefully few and far between) on the

guestionnaire returned with the coding file.

You are the first coder to point out (correctly I think) that we've
buri ed the explanation for how to escape froma "crash and burn"
codi ng epi sode pretty deeply in what |ooks |ike innocuous genera
information. Let's hope you won't have to hunt through that section

due to any of the messages you encounter coding.
Reaction from Mark:

Thank you Ed. & sorry for asking a daft question. You are the second
oracle to point out very kindly that | nust be going blind - or daft.

I can read but apparently not very well.

The responses to Mark by S.R. and the Commish were posted independently of each
other. Thiswas due, in part, to the nature of the inquiry, and the Commish not knowing that S.R.
was on the Oracles distribution list. Mark’ s reaction is also noteworthy. In light of the responses
to his question, Mark chose to perceive his question as reproachable. He elected to engage in
face-work even though the Commish explicitly noted that the codebook did not contain a clear
wording on how the “9” code for missing data could be used.

Looped Responsiveness. The pattern |abeled looping (see Figure 2) is one that more

closaly resembles the pro forma procedural process devel oped by the group and disseminated to
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coders. The exemplar reproduced below, labeled “ Coding Duplicate Messages’, shows the

inquiry being looped through the Commish. The response from the Commish repeated the
majority suggestion (accounting for repeated messages using the “Noise” code) along with some
contextualizing background that was supplied in messages from other respondents.

[Insert Figure 2 here]
Thiswas an option available to coders but not addressed in the guidelines. Therefore, the inquiry

isintroduced to the group by the Commish in the form of amessage internally reproduced in his

message.

Inquiry from Amos (forwarded to the Oracles group by the Commish):

| believe this is the first instance of a repost we've been infornmed
about. Besides his suggestions (appended), | would favor considering:
A. Recode as NO SE = 1; all other variables as appropriate.

B. Drop nessage fromsanmple--with or w thout replacenent.

| don't have a preference between A or B. | would like to arrive [at]
a decision that we can announce to all coders as this is a nechanica
sort of occurrence Oracles shouldn't have to deal with on a case-by-
case basis.

Inquiry from Anos [l ast nane] reads:

Hel | o:

During coding the 100 nessages | had a doubl ed nessage: it was
remai l ed after 15 minutes. Am | supposed to recode it as | first
coded it, to leave it out (as a blank line) or to give '9" to all the

vari abl es?
Response from SR. (project coordinator)
> | believe this is the first instance of a repost we've been

i nformed > about.

> Besi des his suggestions (appended), | would favor considering:
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> A Recode as NO SE = 1; all other variables as appropriate.

> B. Drop nmessage fromsanple--with or wi thout replacenent.

Ed: | believe your first suggestion is probably best. G anted, each
option has a cost attached. My gut feeling is to get the noise

i nformation included woul d be the nost hel pful
Response from Oracle N.E.:

| favor just dropping the nessage fromthe list, since it sinply
repeats another (already coded, | assune) nessage. As to whether or
not to replace: Do statistics demand an even 100 nessages? If so, |
guess would need to replace. If not, |I'd favor just leaving that |ist

at 99.
Response from F.S. (project coordinator):

A repeated nessage is noise and since we are interested in measuring
NO SE, | would favour Ed's first suggestion

> A, Recode as NO SE = 1; all other variables as appropriate.
However, depending on the content of the nessage and any other
information available, either NOSE = 1 or NO SE = 3 would be
appropriate. For exanple, if the nessage is an announcerment of some
ki nd, the author may have intended to send a copy to another list, in
whi ch case it should be coded as 1

Anot her reason for a repost 15 minutes later would be that the author
was expecting an acknow edgerment that the nessage was distributed.
The default setting for a list can be no acknow edgerment and no repro
and if the author is newto the list, he/she would be expecting an

i ndi cation that the nmessage had been distributed so tried to send it
again. In this instance, it could be coded as 3, i.e. intended for
the Iist but not a regular nessage because it is a repeat. O there
coul d have been a system probl em when nailing and the author wasn't

sure the nessage had been sent, so decided to re-send.
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Response from Oracle J.K.:

| also reconmend codi ng as noise (with whichever value is
appropriate). It seens to be a very slippery slope if we deci de which
nmessages "belong." Usenet often has nultiple postings due to

i npatience as well as mstakes, and we should try to capture them

| vote with "A"

Thisthread contains a number of implications. In some respectsit involved overly
responsive behavior. Two reactions were from the project coordinators and two others from
Oracle group members. As Oracles had aready opted for adivision of labor in covering
inquiries, the multiple responses contradicted the group’s nominal structure.

Aswith the prior example thread (using the missing data code), the substance of this
inquiry might also have been the reason for the zealousness of the reactions. The question of
how to treat duplicate messages in the sample of messages assigned to a coder did not relate to a
particular code variable definition per se. It stemmed from potential anomalies related to
messaging in the online groups under investigation. Thus, the electronic propinquity of other
participants in the research project probably fostered their involvement as the subject of the
inquiry posed a unique issue and piqued their interest.

Another example of the looping pattern is found in the discussion thread labeled “Intra
set Message Order.” An inquiry was forwarded to the Oracles group by one of the project
coordinators because the coder sent it to her instead of sending it to the Oracle group’s email
address. Thisisasimilar form of indirect access to the group as was evidenced in the preceding
example, except the forwarding person was one of the co-founders rather than the Commish.
However, both examples might indicate reticence about directly addressing the group for help.
Theissuesraised in the solicitations are equally salient and both warranted expeditious

responses.
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Inquiry from Ted (forwarded to the Oracles group by F.S — project coordinator):

This question fromTed is primarily a problemrelated to the
structure of Conpuserve nessages. | think [S.] is nost famliar with
this structure - perhaps others may have sonething to add al so?
------- Forwar ded Message

Subj ect: question about data

Fay: I'mfinishing the entering of data into a file to be transnmtted
Monday, but | am concerned about one thing and do not know what

oracle to address. Thus to you, oracle of oracles.

My 100 nessages are grossly out of order in date - they cover the
period fromlate March to early April, and within that period the

dat es of nessages | eap back and forth a lot as | work ny way through
the nessages. In fact, in the Iist of 100 nessages, there are 23 such
dat e i nversions, where the next higher MSGNUM has an earlier MSGDATE
This would not worry nme, except that often nessages early in the set
of 100 refer 'back' to nessages later in the set (but earlier in
date). As a result, | have a mmjor coding dil enma:

1) If | do not catch these inverse orderings, we have data that are
incorrect: they _do_ refer to an earlier nmessage but, since | haven't
caught the inversion, | do not correctly code the earlier nessage
(later in ny set); OR

2) If I _do_ catch the inversion (as | have in sone cases), the
earlier message coded in the DEPEND vari abl es actually has a higher
megnum

To put the same point nore briefly, the order by MSGNUM is very
different fromthe order by MSGDATE, and this seriously affects the
coding of DEPEND1 to DEPEND4. It seens to ne to invalidate that

codi ng.
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My questions: 1) Is this unusual in these data? 2) Does_ it create
probl ens of interpretation of the DEPEND variabl es? 3) Should | be
doi ng anything about it in the coded data? 4) |IF ny data are unusua
in this respect, should I w thhold them as contam nating the
datafil e?

Sorry to be so late in raising this question, but | have only

realized the extent of the problemin the | ast few days.
Response from the Commish:

Ted, Fay, and all:

| had part of the same problemwith my list. And, there was a post to
Oracles earlier that raised a simlar point regarding the date
sequence. | didn't have any instances where my nmessage numbers were
al so confounded with date sequence with respect to codi ng the DEPENDS
vari abl es--at |l east not that | was able to validate. [I had couple
of messages where the connectivity was anmbi guous and date chronol ogy
was confounded.] | did have to pretty nmuch re-read every nmessage from
1-100 as | was coding so | wouldn't inadvertently do any confounding
(which slowed nme up quite a bit).

VWhen the question of date sequence was posted to Oracles, [S.] nade
the point that actual list distributions probably weren't

di scontinuous even if the dating created that appearance. | noticed
with ny list that dates flip-flopped but not within what | was
perceiving as discrete conversational threads (a tough call at tines
as | was dealing with no nore than a dozen fol ks on a chat line). O
course, | mght either have been luckier than other coders |ike Ted
or just unobservant enough to miss things he didn't.

Utimately, Ted's point is valid. If he was coding a DEPEND2 as 0060
whi | e codi ng MSGNUM 0055, | would say his coding was fl awed--not due
to an error on his part--because one does not expect to encounter

FORWARD nunbers as the DEPEND2 variable is explained in the codebook.
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Under those circunmstances, it would appear that his nessage set

woul d need renunbering and his affixing of nmessage nunbers corrected.
Actually, | don't knowif it's possible to reorder a nessage sanple
to resolve this problem So, there night have to be caveat of sorts
included with archive information that flags this sort of problemas
"typical" of certain lists.

As for Ted's angst about this dilemm, it boils down to how he

resol ved the problem for hinmself during coding. | read his message to
say that he inserted numbers for DEPEND2 no matter the order. That's
probably the best call under the circunstances because tracking
information is preserved. If that isn't what happened, it mght be
necessary to recode the DEPENDs vari abl es--with or without
renumberi ng messages.

Sorry. This isn't much help. But, neither were these lists or their
chronographi es. However, | think the problemcan be solved and, nost

likely, without too much additional work for Ted or anyone el se.
Response from SR. (project coordinator):

Fay, Conmm sh, and other O acles:

Here is what | think. | have not replied directly to Ted -- pendi ng
your reactions. Ed: |If you agree, can you just forward to Ted?

[ Message header renoved. ]

> My questions: 1) Is this unusual in these data? 2) _Does_ it create
> problens of interpretation of the DEPEND variabl es? 3) Should | be
> doi ng anything about it in the coded data? 4) IF ny data are

> unusual in this respect, should | wthhold them as contam nating

the datafile?

\Y

1) The funny structure of Conpuserve nessages is comon to al
Conpuserve lists. In fact, the only way to follow the forums in an

orderly fashion is to log on VERY frequently. Once you resort to
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downl oadi ng archives (as we had to), you get the corpora in nmessed-
up order.

2) As long as you return and code | ater "DEPEND' connections, the
variable will not be contam nated. | believe we oracl es discussed
this problema while ago, and decided to urge a return to the coding
of earlier messages, fixing "DEPEND' codes, if |later (by nunber)
nessages turned out to be earlier in sequence.

3) Yes, you need to try to catch these dependencies. It makes for
nmore work, but | do not know of a way to tweak Conpuserve into
spewi ng the nmessages in tenporal order. Sorry.

4) Definitely DO NOT withhol d.
Response from F.S. (project coordinator):

Conmi sh, [S.] and ot hers:

Just a few nore words about Conpuserve - | think [S.] explained
earlier that the nessages are archived in thread order, not date
order. This is fine except that my limted experience with Conpuserve
lists is that the archiving is not even in an orderly thread order. |
know I found it difficult to find a start date for a sanple that nade
sense.

| agree that the only way for the poor coder to cope with the DEPEND
variables is to go back and forth in the sanple and record the "l ast"
nmessage referenced no matter where it appears in the sample (previous

or forward).
Response from the Commish:

O acl es,

My sense of our discussion of Ted's inquiry is pretty nuch sumed up
[in] [S.]'s post. I'Il verify that he has received that post (or copy
it to hinm and add my reassurances.

Fay, please note that Ted nay need nore tinme for coding subm ssion as

he m ght have to review his coding of the DEPENDs vari abl es.
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"Il take a "no response" as agreenent on the above strategy.

Response from Oracle SK.:
O acl es,
| agree with [S.]'s suggestions. I'mglad | didn't have to code a

Conpuserve list.
A mnor curiousity: Wiy can't Conpuserve be ordered tenporally after
downl oadi ng archives? |I'mnot a progranmer, but wouldn't you just

search for a tinme and then sort chronol ogically?

Communication Climate of Oracles Group

The foregoing analyses reveals that the Oracles group was quite efficient in its approach to
responding to solicitations for guidance. Thereis aso evidence that members were mindful of
the tension between responses that would be overly directive (thereby undermining group-
wise reliability) compared to responses that might seem unduly vague and unresponsive. The
tenor of discussions among Oracle group members was far less circumspect. This serves both
as an indication that the group functioned as a self-aware entity, as a genuine socia group,
and that it became invested in the issues that were brought to it by coders. This degpening and
layering of group involvement was evidenced by long deliberations that followed responses
to issues raised by coders in their solicitations for guidance. The following excerpts from the
“Encrypted messages” thread illustrates the cohesive layering yet critical nature of the
communication climate.

From the Commish to Oracle J.K.:

My notes have you covering lines. | pretty nuch thought that the
trailers in question were automatic. | was taken aback to learn that
we have i nbedded encryptions in nessages. However, | didn't glean
fromyour nmessage that transformation of encryption was an
expectation of coders. | would have nudged the inquirer to consider

only what was uncensored and, then, reflect the question back to
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focus on whether or not any codes mi ght cover the situation (and,
to ny eye, none do).
About right?

Response from SR. (co-founding coor dinator):

If I can throw ny hat into this encryption ring, | think we ought to
consider the fact that nost readers of Usenet have automatic decoders
available at their fingertips. The procedure for nost people is as
sinmple as typing D or U Does this change your opinions about how
"public" the nmessage is? Also, if we think such nessages SHOULD be
coded, can we offer the service of decoding themfor our coders?
(I"1'l volunteer to do the work, if necessary. But | guess Conmi sh

shoul d deci de WHETHER to do it).
Response from the Commish:

I"mgoing to sound |ike a broken record! If encryption is easy to
enpl oy, and known to be commonpl ace in sonme groups: (a) why woul dn't
there be a standing coding procedure to preenpt coder discretion and
instruct to decrypt and code? (b) why isn't encryption a code
category? Qobviously, it's probably too late to add it. However, it's
not too late to broadcast a group instruction to decrypt and code al
i nstances of encryption rather than handle it on a case-by-case

basi s.

An anxi ous Commi sh wants to know.
Response from the Commish to explanations from F.S. and J.:

Thanks for bringing me up to speed on the encryption decisions, Fay.
Bet ween t he expl anations fromyou and Joe, |'mfeeling better about

the issue. Also, | agree with you that we ought to send "paral el
[sic] advice" to coders sinilarly affected by receiving encrypted
items in there sampl e of nmessages. There haven't been any additiona

guesti ons posted about encryption, so | assume it's limted

phenonenon. However, suppose there are other encrypted itens that
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nore (1l ess?) experienced coders have "handl ed" wi thout oracling?
Wuld we want to poll coders and check on just how many instances of

encryption are floating around.
Response from F.S.

Ed, rather than polling coders about the frequency of encrypted
nessages (since nost coders probably haven't started yet) why don't
we just nake a general announcerent that encrypted nmessages shoul d be
decrypted and coded (w thout sounding as recursive as |'ve just
phrased it) and to send a help nessage to the oracles address if the
coder doesn't know how to decrypt.
Response from the Commish:
| guess that is pretty much what | had in nmind. It occurred to ne
that while encryption wasn't assumed to be probative, it was an
obvi ous part of nessages that was not addressed either in the
codebook or as a coder pre-processing procedural issue. To the extent
it's notable in nmessages on certain lists sanpled, | believe we need
to have sone sort of "official" policy stand on how ALL coders shoul d
react to instances where encryption is used.

I would rather keep track of encryption than wite it off as it
woul d never be recoverable (in case it re-energed later as a | atent

variable of interest).

Three discussion threads (“ Encrypted Messages,” “Use of Peripheral Information in
Coding,” and “ Sampling and Duplicate Messages’), ranging in length from 18 messages (380
lines) to 29 messages (868 lines), involved conflicts over assumptions underlying variable
definitions and procedural decisions. The resolutions of these conflicts were normative for
the group. In two instances they led to general advisory guidance announcements made to all

coders even though message coding was underway (thus, for some coders, prompting a
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review of certain coding decisions). The following is excerpted from the guidance

announcement for Sampling and Duplicate M essages:

From the Commish to project discussion list:

Over the weekend, inquiries cane to the coding Oracles regarding
codi ng a nessage(s) that occurred nore than once in a sanple.
Oracles' response to this inquiry has project-w de inplications and
thereby is being posted to all project coders.

A little background. An exact copy(ies) of a nessage could be

i ncluded in a nmessage sanmple for a variety of reasons: (1) m ndful
anonynous reposting by group nenbers; (2) accidental nmultiple
transm ssion by the author; (3) server reiteration--for various
reasons; (4) sone conbination of the above ;-). Additionally, a
message might be duplicated in the process of conposing the sanple.
This last option was the subject of some di scussion between Oracles
and other fol ks draw ng sanpl es.

On the basis of nearly conplete information about sanpling
procedures, we have concluded that it's virtually inpossible for
sampling to have caused nmessage redundancy in a set of nmessages
distributed for coding. But, if there is any doubt about this point
during codi ng, check nessage headers for telltale differences in
identification terms. And, if you are still in doubt, send copies of

messages in doubt to [the Oracles] for assessnent.

All of these deliberations became part of the group’ s mediational history as they were
referred to in subsequent assessments of coders' requests for guidance.

As agroup, the Oracles were not homogeneous regarding how they individually
perceived certain issues. These differences were aired in the background context of the
group’ sinteractions, and nothing suggests these deliberations were not constructive. The fact

that members did not leak contradicting or divisive cues to non-members while they were
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functioning in their roles as Oracles suggests that interpersonal relations in the group were

generally positive.

Assessing decision-making facilitation must be tempered by the necessary constraints
on the directiveness with which Oracles could frame their guidance. The fact that these
constraints were known by coders (albeit probably to varying degrees) makes it reasonable to
assume being constructively helpful and facilitative was perceived as normative. Moreover,
Oracles messages of guidance were most probably characterized by range-bound behaviors
that in style—if not in literal verbal expression—were expected by those soliciting guidance.
One implicit measure of the group’ s effectiveness can be seen in the fact that no coder ever
reposted an inquiry after aresponse or asked for clarification regarding a response from the
Oracles group.

Discussion

A focal question for this study is whether the requisites of mediational |eadership,
facilitating decision-making and relational management, could be effectively instantiated in
asynchronous virtual groups. An unequivocal response to this question is difficult to provide.
In hindsight, it would have been useful to include questions in the post-task questionnaire
distributed to coders asking them to assess the Oracles group. However, open-ended items on
the questionnaire did not reveal specific criticisms from coders’ either about their interactions
with the group or any guidance they may have received.

All evidence provided by this study points to the efficacy of using mediational
leadership practicesin avirtual group context. More importantly, we believe the findings also
demonstrate that multi-party direct and collaborative facilitation is both practical and
beneficial in CSCW. Further, the study of mediational |eadership at a committee level rather

than an individual |eader level has proven to be an appropriate unit of analysis. The
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connectivity afforded in virtual teams and groups appears to be instrumental in making this

approach to leadership effective.

We suspect that accessibility and knowledge management applied to the facilitation of
task-relevant decisions fosters trust and stabilizes expectations regarding the potential
outcomes of collaborative leadership (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998). Member and, by
extension, team expertise is generally recognized as arequisite for effective leadership. And,
expertise was strongly related to the task of the Oracles group. Trust has also been found to
affect the performance of distributed teams (Scott, 1999). Thus, the ways Oracles expressed
their guidance to enhance both a sense of confidence in helping coders to reach decisions and
conveying empathetic concern for what coders were experiencing suggests apraxis and
socia dynamic consistent with a successful collaborative context (Stohl & Walker, 2002).

Thisis the outcome Barge (1996) ascribed to |eaders as effective action mediators that
facilitate decision-making and relational efficacy. Extending action mediation to the group
level seems reasonable given the findings reported here. Members of the Oracles group
facilitated decisions on two levels. First, they assisted codersin arriving at decisions about
the coding tasks. Second, their recommendations also facilitated the broader research effort
by establishing validity checkpoints associated with the research methodol ogy.

Findings regarding relational management issues were less explicit in the data but
were suggestive. In both their dealings within the Oracles group and with researchers
soliciting their advice, members of the Oracles group appeared to relate constructively and
with aminimum of disagreement or conflict. There were no instances of destructive affective
conflict involving the Oracles group.

At first blush, the notion of |eadership emanating from a unitary group or team for the

benefit of other individuals or groups seems far-fetched. Group and organization scholars
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typically think of leadership as a property of agroup and not as agroup's beneficial task or

service. There is some precedent for investing a group with the task of leadership. It is not
uncommon for organizations to compose an "Office of the President” in which two or more
senior executives share leadership responsibilities. Thisis often done as part of succession
planning and as a precursor to selecting a new chief executive officer.

Investing a group or team with the role of leadership is not acommon practice. And,
even the Oracles group is arather unique instance of group-based collaborative |eadership. It
evolved as a specific consequence of the needs of the research project group given itstasks, size,
and history. A single expert person as aresource for the coding task, given the potential
demands on the person and consequences of their decisions, did not seem well-suited to the
perceived needs of the overall project group. A collaborative effort seemed more contextually
appropriate.

The extent to which thismodel can be applied to other CSCW groups or teamsisless
clear. From apurely operational point of view, particularly when looped responsivenessis
expected (or emerges asamodal pattern of response), a group collaboration model of leadership
might not prove to be very efficient. Mediated group communication istypically lesstime-
effective than F2F interaction (Scott, 1999). Therefore, the more online interactants that are
involved in mediational action the more time-consuming the collaborative process will be. The
guestion that would aways need to be answered before initiating this type of leadership process
iswhether the quality of outcomesit can provide can offset the greater communication demands
and reduction in efficiency that might be unavoidable in employing a collaborative leadership
model. The experience using the Oracles group in acomplex, multiple role and multi-group

context clearly answered this question in the affirmative.
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Table 1.

Summary of Oracles Group Discussion Threads

#of # of

# of Contri- | Mg Time
Theme/lssue Label Msgs butors Lines* | (days)
Organization of Oracles Group
Orientation of Commissioner 12 2 612 2
Commissioner solicitation of Oracles 29 16 488 16
Confirmation of Oracle members 6 6 282 6
Oracle procedure setting 24 8 881 8
Oracles Group Responses and Deliberations
M essage sample sequencing 2 2 24 1
Oracles discussion: encrypted messages 29 8 868 4
Interpreting subject lines 5 4 197 3
Message content codes unclear 6 4 325 4
**Using “9” [missing data] code 4 3 34 1
Information used discerning gender 2 2 28 2
Oracle discussion: use of peripheral information in coding 26 7 788 7
Noise/nature code interpretations 9 4 315 4
**Coding duplicate messages 5 5 48 2
Oracles discussion: sampling and duplicate messages 18 8 380 4
Coding all quotation messages 3 3 40 3
Clarification of category meanings 7 5 260 5
Coding message FORMAT variable 2 2 48 1
Submitting coded data 6 5 27 2
**|ntra-set message order 6 5 137 2
Inquire on AUTHORID variable 2 2 32 3
New coder questions on codebook 7 5 270 3

*Message lines measure excludes header and footer lines.

** Denotes messages included in text for analyses.



Figure Caption

Figure 1. Direct message response from an Oracle.
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Figure Caption

Figure 2. Message |ooping through the Commish
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