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Sub-Node 6 (SN6) of the Atlantic team of the SoEi@nomy and Sustainability
(SES) Research Project proposed to investigatextigange and transfer of knowledge
within the social economy sector. One portion af ihvestigation entailed the
development of online communities for the Atlarticde and each of the six Sub-Nodes
involved with the project, and the subsequent eatada of those communities. This
report presents findings after 20 months of ush®fveb communities.

A primary research theme of the SES Project isadehand research innovative,
traditional and Information Technology (IT)-baseshununications and dissemination
processes. The web communities were developedryncmity partner Community
Services Council Newfoundland and Labrador (CS@nable web-based sharing
throughout the life of the SES project. They wearsted in the early stages of
development by a core group of SES members andsigojby tutorials written and
delivered by CSC in both official languages throogfthe fall of 2006. Everyone
working on the SES project was invited to enrahe web communities.

The communities were created at the CSC’s Volun&ateway online portal
using Drupal. Drupal is a free, open source conteriagement system used to set up
communications network websites and modify themponents for specific needs (e.g.,
create and organize content, customize presentaimmhmanage site
visitors/contributors). Prior to the launch of theb communities, 31 team members
completed a short questionnaire whereby they itekicavhether they agreed, disagreed,
or did not know that different web tools were imganit for a web community. The results

of the questionnaire are presented in Table 1.hasva,file sharing was the most



Table 1. Ranked Preference for Online Tools
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Online Tool Agree Do Not Know Disagree
File sharing 31 (100.0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)

Public events calendar 28 (90.3%) 2 (6.5%) 1(3.2%)
Discussion forums 25 (80.6%) 4 (12.9%) 2 (6.5%)
Creation of web-based surveys 23 (74.2%) 6 (19.4%) 2 (6.5%)
Collaborative editing of documents 21 (67.7%) 8 (25.8%) 2 (6.5%)
Project management tools 19 (61.3%) 9 (29.0%) 3 (9.7%)
Listserv 19 (61.3%) 5 (16.1%) 7 (22.6%)
Voice over Internet protocol (VOIP) 15 (48.4%) 11 (35.5%) 5 (16.1%)
Video conferencing 15 (48.4%) 9 (29.0%) 7 (22.6%)
Calendar using a personal calendar tool 11 (35.5%) 12 (38.7%) 8 (25.8%)

Remote access to email
Shared desktop

Chat

11 (35.5%)
9 (29.0%)

8 (25.8%)

9 (29.0%)
12 (38.7%)

16 (51.6%)

11 (35.5%)
10 (32.3%)

7 (22.6%)

Source: Community Services Council NL Feb. 9, 2006: Halifax, NS.

preferred tool, with significant numbers of membaliso agreeing thaublic event

calendars, web-based discussion forums, creation of web-based surveys, and

collaborative editing of documents are important components of a web community. These

preferences were considered in the design of tt& ®Emunities, most notably

regarding what folders (hereafter referred tbukets') to make available on the main

page of each web community. Eight buckets weraided with the following titles:

! The term bucket is a common term to describe @ephehere electronic files or folders can be stoasd,
evidenced by the emergence of repository websitels agphot obucket . com and

fil ebucket. net.
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about us notes, events, discussions, working document folders, final document folders,
teamlogistics, library article folders, andimage folders.

When posting to a web community, the user firsttbaselect a bucket for the
post, and then enter a title and body explainimgptbsting. Invorking documents
folders, final documents folders, teamlogistics, andlibrary article folders, users can
upload files associated with the posting. Eachipgstan be made visible to members of
other communities by selecting those communitiesifa checklist that appears on the
posting submission page. Once the posting is stdxhits title appears as a hyperlink on
the community page under ‘Recent Postings.” Webrmaamty members with which a
posting is shared can view or comment on the pgséind add, delete, or edit the files if
the author of the posting enabled the ‘Community’ Bgtion. Theabout us notes,
events, anddiscussions buckets are similar but lack the option for shagufites, and
instead prompt the user for additional relevantimation (e.g., the date and location for
an event). In addition to making postings or comtimgnon postings, members who log
in to the communities can chat online with othemawunity members or email all
members of a community via a listserv.

The operation of each community is overseen bynanconity manager at Mount
Saint Vincent University (MSVU) in Halifax and théluntary Gateway webmaster at
CSC in St. John’s. When the project was in itsyestidges, the manager, who was the
coordinator of the SES project at MSVU, handledrgé portion of the postings for all
seven web communities. Community members wereuctstd to email important
documents to the manager who ensured they wereryquosted in the appropriate web

community. Later, however, community members wa@araged to do the posting
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themselves. The webmaster oversees all aspedie dMaluntary Gateway’s design and
operation and responds to suggestions for improw&sree troubleshoots technical
difficulties identified by users.

Several factors related to the level of participain a community can be found in
the web community research literature and can bd tesderive expectations of the level
of participation in the SES Atlantic communitiefhieTcomplexity of a community is one
such factor. Complexity is inversely related to lgneel of communication that is
conducted through the community (Duarte & Snydé66). According to Duarte and
Snyder’s team complexity checklist (p. 9), the S#DH communities should be
considered moderately to highly complex becausan&tance, they involve members
from more than one organization, have members whoaet formally assigned to the
SES Atlantic team (e.g., research assistants)same of them include (francophone)
members whose native language is different fronmibgority of the team. A second
factor related to web community participation ie thvel of trustworthiness that exists in
a web community (e.g., Hessan & Schlack, 2006;de;e2001). Trust is usually
associated with higher rates of community partiegraamong members. Trust is also
higher in private communities (Hessan & Schlacl)&)0lt is therefore expected that
trust will not be a concern for the SES communitieshould be noted that these
assertions about complexity (low participation) antworthiness (high participation) in
the SES communities elicit contradictory expectagiabout the level of participation. If
these assertions are correct, this study can boiério the literature on evaluating web

communities by partially demonstrating how these tactors interact.
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This content analysis is largely descriptive inunat(Kippendorf, 2004). Data
extracted from the web communities and providethieyWoluntary Gateway webmaster
will be presented to demonstrate the level of pgdtion in the communities, the content
of the community postings, and the frequency otati®n to the community web pages.
Future components of the Sub-Node 6 project wigidament the findings from this
content analysis through direct communication witilne members of the SES project

regarding their experiences with using the comnmesit
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Method

This is a descriptive content analysis (see Kippein@004, for an explanation of
different types of content analyses) involving aaraination of the content of seven
Drupal web communities that were developed forAtiantic team of the Social
Economy and Sustainability (SES) Research Netwank:for the project’s Atlantic
Node and one each for Atlantic Sub-Nodes 1 to bdatia from November 1, 2006 (a
date by which the communities had been establiahddisers were first encouraged to
participate) through June 30, 2008 were includdthigmanalysis.

There were two main data sources for the conteadysis. First, the Voluntary
Gateway web communities and related administrageerds from the webmaster were
used to determine:

1. The level of participation in each community andtfee 7 communities overall:
the number of members registered, the number oftreestwho posted at least
once, the number of postings made, the numbetesf $hared, and the number of
comments provided was recorded. Note that eackithdil community member,
posting, shared file, or comment was counted onbeavhen calculating the
overall values.

2. A description of the content of the community pog$: the postings were first
broken down by bucket. Then the content of the rfreguently used buckets was
further described by examining the titles of thetpws and files therein.

3. Whether users logged in after their initial logine date of each community

member’s first and last login was compared.
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Second, AW Stafswas used to record data regarding visits to €dRh® within the 7
communities. These data were used to measureetedncy of visits to the web
communities for each month from November, 2006ughoJune, 2008. The frequencies
were subdivided by language and community.

A comparison of the number of members registere@édch community to the
number of members in the corresponding sub-nodeatt@spted because it would have
indicated the proportion of SES team members whstered for the web communities.
This comparison was shown not to be useful, howdgemeasurement purposes
because it was difficult to ascertain how many meralvere in each sub-node. Some
members of the web communities, for example, atefiicially part of the research
network (e.g., student assistants) and, furthempticating the matter, some student
assistants on the project were considered team ersrbly their sub-nodes whereas
others were not. For the purposes of the analyssspresumed that the Atlantic team

includes 80 to 90 core members.

2 http://awstats.sourceforge.net

® Uniform Resource Locator. A unique number is @ddor each page within the web community (e.g.,
the main page or thebout us notes bucket page) that can be used to measure viditiggiency to each
page on a daily, weekly, monthly, or yearly basis.
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Results

Participation in the Web Communities

Table 2 shows several pieces of important infoionategarding the level of
participation in the SES Atlantic Team web commiesitTheOverall row at the bottom
of the table summarizes participation in all sew&l communities. Between November
1, 2006 and June 30, 2008, there were 45 peoplaegistered for at least one of the
web communities (24 people were registered fosealen communities). Seventeen of
the 45 members made postings to the web commuentyess These 17 people were

responsible for 164 postings and between 300 adHared files (see footnote 4). The

Table 2. Web Community Activity from November 1, 2006 to June 30, 2008

Postings Files Comments
Group Number of Members Who Made Shared Made
Registered Logged In Posted
Atlantic Node 40 36 10 76 297 1
SN1 29 26 6 62 161 1
SN2 31 29 6 26 134 1
SN3 29 28 6 25 107 1
SN4 30 29 6 24 107 1
SN5 29 28 5 29 125 1
SN6 29 28 7 27 119 1
Overall 45 41 17 164 300-400 * 1

* This is an estimate. The only way to obtain a @dar the number of shared files is by viewing liseof
community postings and summing the number of shiiieslin each posting, but using this procedure
resulted in some files being counted more than decause many files are cross-posted to more than o
community. The other values in the Overall row able 1 were derived by examining the data for
individual users.
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community manager was responsible for 70 of thedd@tings. Information on initial
versus last logins obtained from the webmasteroaed-the-telephone confirmation from
the community manager indicated that 41 of the ébrers continued to log in after
their initial registration for the communitiegged in column). Because only 17 of these
members logged in to post items, the remaindeupnably logged in to view items
posted by other members. This is an encouragiminign Just one posting attracted a
comment from another member, however, indicatimy i@~ use of the ‘Comments’
feature of the communities.
Content of the Web Community Postings

Table 3 is a partial breakdown of the postingeanh community. The column
headers represent the buckets on the main pagelfveeb community. It can be seen
that, overall, most of the bucket postings wianal document folders, followed by items
involving team logistics, library article folders, andevent postings, although this varied
across communities. Common items postefinal document folders included final
reports or power point presentations of SES rebeatsstracts of SES research,
proposals and related documents, and researchnmestits (e.g. surveys). team
logistics, minutes and other information regarding team mgstwere most common, as
well as Social Sciences and Humanities Researchcfld®SHRC; the project’s funding
agency) guides and reports, and information fodestts or coordinators about student
research assistants.llbrary article folders, some of the postings were made to archive
and share references pertaining to a specific tdje other postings generally contained

one link to an article or a presentation that wassaered relevant to the SES project and
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Table 3. Breakdown of Web Community Postings by Bucket

Final Library Working About

Document Team Article Document Us Dis- Image
Community Folders Logistics Folders Events Folders Notes cussions  Folders
Atlantic
Node 6 27 18 21 1 1 1 1
SN1 16 16 19 5 3 0 2 1
SN2 6 12 5 1 0 1 1 0
SN3 7 12 5 0 0 0 1 0
SN4 4 15 4 0 0 0 1 0
SN5 11 12 3 2 0 0 1 0
SN6 4 12 6 0 3 1 1 0
Overall 53 45 31 21 6 3 2 2

therefore useful for community members to read. tddsheevents postings were links
to websites of upcoming conferences or announcenénipcoming educational
sessions.

There appears to be some inconsistency in the lnayriembers of the
community organized their postings. Sometimes a pasting was created for every file
or link, resulting in many postings with few reldtghared files. At other times, postings
were created as folders wherein a few or even doakfiles were placed. Examining the
information content solely based on the title & gosting could therefore produce an
inaccurate perception of the most frequent typ@fofmation communicated through the
communities. Irfinal document folders, an inspection of the shared files indicated that

reports and presentations were most frequent, @thexamining just the posting titles
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would make it appear that research abstracts are fremuent in this bucket. The results
of the content analysis of the other buckets wetanfluenced by this discrepancy.
Visits to the Web Communities

The median number of monthly visits to all seveitowemmunities combined
was 363. The following two figures depict trendvisiting the web communities
between November 1, 2006 and July 1, 2008. Figwsteols the total visits to all seven
communities on a monthly basis, as well as thekg®@an of visits to the English and
French versions of the web communities. Visitdhw English versions were most
frequent and visits to both versions of the commesiwere highest during the period of
May, 2007 to August, 2007. June, 2007 showed thledst single monthly participation,

with 1894 visits.

Figure 1. Overall Visiting Trend
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Figure 2 shows separate visiting frequencies foh&d the seven communities.
Based on these data, it appears that the surgsitsf fvom May to August, 2007, was
largely the result of increased visits to the AtilaiNode, Sub-Node 1, and Sub-Node 5
communities during that period, although visit@lior communities were relatively high
in June, 2007. Data on individual users, furtheenoevealed that one member in
particular posted relatively frequently to the S\libde 1 community during June, 2007. It
is likely that the simultaneous increase in vigit$hat community was at least partially
due to that member’s postings because each timenen#er posts something to the
community, every other member of that communitygoy cross-listed community
selected by the author of the posting) is sentaailenotification with an easy to follow
link to the posting. Upon notification, the otheembers presumably followed the link to

view the new postings, which was reflected in amease in visits.

Figure 2. Visiting Trend by Community
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Conclusions

The content analysis revealed that about half@htimber of people involved in
the SES Atlantic project signed up for the web camities that were developed for the
project, although this proportion might be mildhflated due to counting student
assistants as SES project members, when in fact sbthem are noflthough just 17
members posted information to the site, almostegjistered community members appear
to have logged in to the site at least occasiortalccess information posted by others.
Visits to the web communities were especially frgjuduring the summer of 2007. It
can be speculated that this increase was relataal itacrease in postings during that
time, but a corresponding increase in postingsfaasd only for Sub-Node 1 (which had
the highest visiting frequency in one month witt®%@sits in June, 2007). The relative
increase in visits during that period for nearlyohlthe communities may have been due
to external factors not examined in this studyhsag promotion of community usage by
the community manager. Further research, incluthtegviews with web community
users and the community manager, may shed sonteohgbther likely causes of this
seemingly sudden increase in interest in the watnoonities, as well as the ensuing
decrease.

The most common categories of postings vika document folders, team
logistics, library article folders, andevents. Most of thefinal document folder postings
were labelled as SES research abstracts. Howewst,afthe files shared in this bucket
were reports or presentations of SES research (thareone file can be included with
each posting). This speaks to a need for moreitigaon how to organize posted files.

Theteam logistics bucket was used to share meeting minutes, SSHR®tse and
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managerial information about research assistantst BF thdibrary article folder

postings were folders for archiving references ¢opéc relevant to the web community’s
researchEvents were relatively frequent, but only in the AtlanNode and Sub-Node 1.
About us notes were posted by 3 of the 7 communitiesyking document folders were
posted by 2 communities, adibscussions andimage folders were essentially unused. The
online chat option was likewise unused.

These results indicate some consistency as webme discrepancy between
intended and actual use of the communities. Feamte, just 26% of team members
indicated that chat was an important componentwéla community on the 2006
guestionnaire (consistency), whereas 81% indicduatddiscussions were important
(discrepancy). Subsequent components of this grefesuld explore whether all of these
buckets are of practical value to the communifiégre is the possibility that they are
potentially useful, yet remain unused for othesce®, such as a preference for easier or
more familiar methods of communicating on researcjects (e.g., using email to
collaborate on working documents or have discus3ion

The web community members appear to have freelieddbeir meeting minutes
as well as final reports and presentations to diatleus appears that trustworthiness is
not a major concern. There is still a question réigg why some members did not post
anything, however. This will be explored furtheraidditional components of this study.
The posting pattern of the web community memberg simaply reflect their roles on the
SES project. For instance, the project coordinateeb community manager was
responsible for 70 of the 164 postings made duhed@0-month period that was studied

for this content analysis.
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In sum, the web communities developed for the SE&Ac project have
achieved moderate success to date in that theydttraeted the membership of about
half of the 80 to 90 researchers working on thggatand continue to receive visits from
a significant majority of those who registered asmbers. Given that the 5-year SES
project is only at its midpoint, these results emeouraging. Participation and file sharing
will probably increase as the Sub-Nodes move inorésults dissemination stage of their
research. Some aspects of the communities appbarfty the most part unused,
however, hence some re-thinking of what aspectseo€ommunity are important for the
communication between researchers may be requsrétegoroject moves into the

remaining years.



Cent Analysis 17

References

Duarte, D. L., & Snyder, N. T. (20068Ylastering virtual teams: Strategies, tools, and
techniques that succeed (3 ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Hessan, D., & Schlack, J. W. (2006). Online comrtiesipublic vs. privateBrandweek,
47 (20), 24.

Kippendorf, K. (2004)Content analysis: An introduction to its methodology. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Preece, J. (2001). Sociability and usability inlm@lcommunities: Determining and

measuring succesBehaviour & Information Technology, 20 (5), 347-356.



