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TECHNOLOGY AND GROUP COMMUNICATION

Both small and large corporations use virtual teams to develop products, deliver
services, and solve problems. According to Deborah Duarte and Nancy Snyder,
“they use electronic collaboration technologies and other techniques to lower
travel and facility costs, reduce project schedules, and improve decision-making
time and communication. For many teams, traveling and having continual face-
to-face meetings is not the most efficient or effective way of working.”1 Major
corporations such as Boeing Company and IBM report that special computer
software has reduced their meeting time by more than 50 percent.2 In higher edu-
cation, computer-assisted instruction, faculty web sites, and online classes have
become an integral part of the learning process.3

Group members who look forward to the latest technological innovation
are eager to enlist the power of technology to enhance group effectiveness.
However, for members who fear that virtual interaction will erode group
morale and productivity, the parade of new technologies can be overwhelming
and threatening. Regardless of your perspective, there is no question that tech-
nology has become an inevitable and, in some cases, indispensable component
of groupwork. These technologies are tools, not toys. Embracing a new tech-
nology simply because it’s “new and nifty” can have just as negative an effect
on groupwork as would rejecting a new technology for fear that it could erode
group morale and productivity. Group members must keep in mind that the
“convenience of electronic communication does not diminish the importance
of face-to-face meetings. Relying totally on electronic communication sacri-
fices the bonding and synergy that happens when team members meet and
work face-to-face.”4

In this chapter, we provide information about communication technologies
that can help you make informed decisions about the use of these technologies in
groups. We also provide technical advice for communicating more effectively
when using these technologies. We cannot describe or recommend specific hard-
ware and software, because such information is guaranteed to be obsolete by 
the time this textbook is published. We do, however, encourage you to explore the
potential of both old and new technologies as tools for enhancing and improv-
ing your ability to communicate and work in virtual groups.

Virtual Groups

Virtual groups rely on technology to communicate, often across time, distance,
and organizational boundaries. This definition recognizes that members of some
virtual groups may be separated by thousands of miles and several hours of time,
while others may work in the same room but use computer technology and soft-
ware to enhance their interaction and problem solving.
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Virtual groups have the potential to be more effective, efficient, and flexible—
and often less expensive—than face-to-face groups. Some virtual work groups
rarely meet face to face. IBM has an entire unit in which employees telecom-
mute. They do not work in a traditional office, nor do they meet with one an-
other in a face-to-face setting. At PeopleSoft, telecommuting is the dominant
style of work throughout the entire company. Corporations are increasingly pro-
viding laptop computers, dedicated phone lines, software support, fax-printer
units, help lines, and full technical backup at the nearest corporate facility. As a
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The Dialectics of Virtual Groups

T O O L B O X  1 4 . 1

Virtual groups experience the same dialectic ten-
sions as face-to-face groups. The nature of virtual
groups, however, can intensify dialectic tensions.
Here we use two dialectics to illustrate some of
the unique tensions in virtual groups: (1) con-
formity and nonconformity and (2) conflict 
and cohesion.

Conformity and nonconformity. This dialectic is
represented in the concept of group polariza-
tion, a tendency for members of groups to
express more extreme opinions and take more
extreme actions. This tendency is intensified
in virtual groups because members cannot see
one another’s reactions and because they may
feel more independent when contributing
online.1 Effective virtual groups understand
that group polarization can lead to both strong
group agreement (conformity) and fruitful
risk taking (nonconformity).

Psychologist Patricia Wallace explains that
group interaction seems to intensify the view-
points of individual group members and moves
them toward extremes.2 This tendency is quite
strong in virtual groups because there are
fewer nonverbal cues to moderate opinions
and behavior. Thus, although the potential 
for flocking with “birds of a feather” in virtual
groups has advantages, it also “can lead to a
false sense of security in one’s point of view.”3

Conflict and cohesion. On the one hand, you
may find it easier and more comfortable to
express disapproval or disagreement online
than in a face-to-face situation. On the 
other hand, virtual groups are often more
successful in balancing conflict and cohesion
because members feel more independent and
are physically removed from the “dangers” of
face-to-face conflict. Researchers note that
the content of messages in virtual groups
tends to be “less controversial than is popu-
larly believed: Conversations are more help-
ful and social than competitive. Interactive
messages seem to be more humorous, con-
tain more self-disclosure, display a higher
preference for agreement and contain many
more first-person plural pronouns.”4 In short,
virtual groups provide an environment that
encourages both constructive conflict and
genuine cohesion.

1 Crispin Thurlow, Laura Lengel, and Alice Tomic, Computer
Mediated Communication: Social Interaction and the Internet
(London: Sage, 2004), p. 63.

2 Patricia Wallace, The Psychology of the Internet (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 75.

3 Thurlow et al., p. 63.
4 Sheizaf Rafaeli and Fay Sudweeks, “Networked Interactiv-

ity,” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 2
(1997), available online at http:www.december.com/cmc/
mag/current/toc.html, October 23, 2003, cited in Thurlow 
et al., p. 67.
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result, employees work almost exclusively in virtual groups.5 The technologies
available for virtual communication are growing rapidly and include

• Internet technologies, including email, listservs, newsgroups, bulletin boards,
chat rooms, blogs, metaworlds, personal home pages, and webcams

• Meeting facilities with sophisticated electronic and technical support as
well as interactive capacities

• Electronic meeting rooms augmented by computer graphics, faxes, printers,
and whiteboards that enable participants to utilize organizational databases,
distant experts, and the World Wide Web

Synchronous and Asynchronous Communication

When group members use technology to interact simultaneously in real time, they
are engaged in synchronous communication. Conference calls, videoconferences,
and Internet chat rooms are examples of synchronous communication.

Because synchronous communication requires real-time group interaction,
it allows group members to work together as a cohesive unit and thus promotes
synergy. Synchronous communication is spontaneous and dynamic; it can en-
hance group processes such as brainstorming or solution development and analy-
sis. Unfortunately, some of the advantages of synchronous communication are
lost online because most of us type more slowly than we speak. Consequently,
there can be significant lag time between a comment and a response.

Another problem that can disrupt synchronous online communication is that
the message sequence can become confused. Statements and responses may not ar-
rive in the order in which they were sent. Consequently, some group members may
be addressing a new topic, while others are still composing responses to a prior issue.

Asynchronous communication is the opposite of synchronous communi-
cation. Asynchronous communication is linear and not interactive. Immediate
feedback is not received when a message is sent. During asynchronous commu-
nication, one person makes a statement and posts it for the group to see. Group
members, often at their convenience, look at the message and then post responses.
Asynchronous communication does not require group members to hold a meeting.
Instead, members read and respond to messages as their schedules permit. Email
and bulletin boards are examples of asynchronous communication.

Asynchronous communication is more deliberate than synchronous com-
munication. Group members can take the time to give serious consideration to
one another’s messages and offer carefully thought-out responses. It is particu-
larly useful for completing certain types of group tasks, such as developing and
editing written reports. Sending out a document to an entire group via email
may require no more effort or expense than sending it to a single person.

The advantages and disadvantages of these two types of computer-based
group communication are summarized in the table shown in Figure 14.1.

Chapter 14 Technology and Virtual Groups 375

IS
B

N
: 0

-5
36

-5
66

65
-8

Working in Groups: Communication Principles and Strategies, Fourth Edition, by Isa N. Engleberg and Dianna R. Wynn.
Published by Allyn & Bacon. Copyright © 2007 by Pearson Education, Inc.



376 Part IV Participation Tools

GROUP COMMUNICATION MEDIA

Throughout this textbook, we describe various ways in which groups interact and
solve problems in face-to-face settings. Groups can also perform these functions
virtually. Here we offer more specific guidelines for using voice-, video-, and text-
based media in virtual group settings.6

Audioconferences

When virtual groups use voice-only media to communicate, they engage in an au-
dioconference. Audioconferences take two forms: teleconferences and computer-
based voice links. The teleconference is the most familiar and easiest type of
electronic meeting to convene. A computer-based voice link functions just like a
teleconference, but it uses computers rather than telephones. Frequently referred
to as a “conference call,” a teleconference is a coordinated phone call involving
three or more group members. All it requires is a telephone with service that
supports conference calling. Almost all business telephone services and some resi-
dential phone services have teleconference capabilities.

Participating in Audioconferences. Audioconferencing is the easiest type
of virtual group interaction to understand because we are familiar with the basic
technology—the telephone. However, author and business executive Clyde
Burelson offers the following advice: “Do not think of teleconferencing as talk-
ing on the telephone. This is a meeting.”7 A group should plan for an audio-
conference just as it would for a face-to-face meeting. This means developing an

FIGURE 14.1 Advantages and Disadvantages of Synchronous and 
Asynchronous Communication

Synchronous Communication

ADVANTAGES ADVANTAGES

• Group Cohesion and Synergy
• Spontaneous and Dynamic Interaction

• More Time to Compose Responses
• Facilitates Document Review and Editing

Asynchronous Communication

DISADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

• Typing Speed Is Slower Than Speaking
 Speed
• Messages Might Be Received Out
 of Order

• Lacks Spontaneity
• Linear Rather Than Interactive
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Internet Addiction Can Sidetrack Groups

T O O L B O X  1 4 . 2

The phrase Internet addiction is no joke, although
it began as one. In 1995, psychiatrist Ivan Gold-
berg lightheartedly posted a diagnosis for Internet
Addiction Disorder (IAD), which he described 
as “a maladaptive pattern of internet use, leading
to clinically significant impairment or distress.”1

Although Goldberg intended his “diagnosis” as 
a joke, it quickly became a popular term and a
serious topic for study by mental health profes-
sionals. Today, researchers shun the word addiction
and instead use labels such as “problematic” or
“pathological” to describe excessive or disturbed
patterns of Internet use, with symptoms that in-
clude mood alteration, inability to fulfill major role
obligations, guilty feelings, and cravings for more.2

Here are a few symptoms that can help identify
group members with problematic Internet use:

• They feel a strong need to use the Internet and
spend increasing amounts of time doing so to
achieve satisfaction.

• They feel restless, moody, depressed, or irritable
when attempting or forced to cut down or stop
Internet use.

• They stay online longer than they originally
intended.

• They have lied about or concealed the amount
of time they spend on the Internet.

• They use the Internet as a way of escaping prob-
lems or relieving feelings of anxiety or depression.3

In terms of group communication, recognizing
problematic Internet use can help explain a mem-
ber’s nonproductive or antisocial behavior. For
example, are any of these behaviors characteristics
of one or more group members?

• They prefer Internet interaction to face-to-face
communication.

• They eagerly volunteer to do an Internet search
for the group when, in fact, the issue does not
require extensive research.

• They are reluctant to leave their computers 
for a meeting and may even bring a wireless
laptop to meetings so that they have access to
the Internet.

If these behaviors are common among some
group members, your group may be sidetracked
by computer-dependent members whose attention
and effort are consumed by the Internet and its
resources. However, we urge you to be cautious
about drawing unwarranted conclusions about
problematic Internet use or about discouraging
members from using the Internet. Instead, we
advocate a balanced, dialectic approach. As
Andrew Goodman put it, “For every story about
Internet addiction leading victims to ignore their
families and become withdrawn, antisocial, and
depressed, there is an [opposite] example of a
person who has found a support group, employ-
ment prospects, or a community of like-minded
topical enthusiasts through the ’net.”4 To that
list, we would add group members who use the
Internet effectively and responsibly to help a
group achieve its common goal.
1 For a summary discussion of Internet addiction issues, see

Crispin Thurlow, Laura Lengel, and Alice Tomic, Computer
Mediated Communication: Social Interaction and the Internet
(London: Sage, 2004), pp. 148–154. Also see the following
web sites: Anne Federvisch, “Internet Addiction?” Nurseweek/
Healthweek, http://www.nurseweek.com/features/97-8/iadct.html;
Ivan Goldberg message posted to the Psychology of the Internet,
available at www.rider.edu/suler/psychberg/psycyber.html;
Leonard Holmes, “Internet Addiction—Is it Real?” http://
mentalhealth.about.com/cs/sexaddict/a/interaddict.html, March
10, 1997; Leonard Holmes, “What Is ‘Normal’ Internet Use?”
http://mentalhealth.about.com/cs/sexaddict/a/normalinet.htm,
March 10, 1997.

2 Janet Morahan-Martin and Phyllis Schumacher, “Incidence
and Correlates of Pathological Internet Use Among College
Students,” Computers in Human Behavior, 16 (2000), p. 14.

3 Kimberly S. Young, “Internet Addiction: The Emergence of
a New Disorder,” CyberPsychology and Behavior, 1 (1998),
pp. 237–244.

4 Andrew Goodman, “Online Communities Endure as Plat-
forms Come and Go,” http://www.traffick.com/story/2001-04/
online_community.asp, April 28, 2001.
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agenda and making all other preparations appropriate for the meeting. The fol-
lowing methods and tools can make audioconferences easier to conduct:

• Limit participation to no more than seven active participants.

• Prepare and distribute an agenda and any necessary documents well in
advance. Phone calls don’t require agendas; audioconferences do.

• Take the “roll” and make introductions at the beginning of the meeting so
that everyone knows who is participating.

• Identify yourself by name when you speak.

• If someone must “sign off” before the end of the meeting, ask that member
to inform the group when she or he is leaving.

• At the end of the meeting, summarize the discussion and describe the 
next step or announce the date and time for a subsequent meeting. Then
distribute the minutes of the meeting as soon as possible.

The most obvious difference between a voice-only conference and a traditional
meeting is the fact that the participants cannot see one another. Consequently, it
can be difficult to determine who is speaking. Burelson emphasizes that “not
knowing who is speaking affects how you perceive the messages. It’s like sitting in
a regular meeting blindfolded, trying to guess who is making what point. That is
bound to impact your judgment.”8 A simple introduction is usually sufficient:
“This is Deidre, and I think we should . . .” As we explain in Chapter 5, “Verbal
and Nonverbal Communication in Groups,” a significant portion of your mean-
ing during face-to-face communication is expressed nonverbally. For example,
you might make a sarcastic remark in a meeting that everyone knows is a joke
because you smile when you say it. However, in a voice-only environment, no
one can see you smile. Your joke could be taken seriously.

Pros and Cons of Audioconferences. The primary advantage of the tele-
phone version of a voice-only conference is that it is quick and easy to set up
and use. In order to conduct a computer-based, voice-linked audioconference,
all members must have compatible equipment and software. Once everyone is
familiar with the technology and the conferencing procedures, however, the rest
of the process is relatively simple. In general, audioconferences provide an effec-
tive means for a group to discuss and solve problems. They are less effective as a
medium for sharing data, generating ideas and plans, or negotiating technical or
interpersonal conflicts.9 However, if an issue or an emergency arises that must be
addressed immediately, audioconferencing may be the best method for getting a
group together. And for virtual groups without immediate access to computers,
a teleconference may be the only way to communicate and collaborate.

Audioconferencing does have some drawbacks. Because members may feel
isolated, the quantity and quality of their participation may suffer. For example,
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group members who would never think of bringing nongroup work to a face-
to-face meeting may be tempted to work on other matters during an audio-
conference. Sharing, editing, revising, and finalizing written documents can be
extremely difficult when a group is working in a voice-only medium. Group
members may feel less a part of the group when they don’t meet with one another
face-to-face. Thus, although audioconferences are convenient, it is best to avoid
using them as your only form of group interaction.

Videoconferences

A videoconference is much like an audioconference except that a visual compo-
nent is added. Thus, videoconferences permit both oral and visual communica-
tion. The visual element of a videoconference eliminates many of the drawbacks
associated with audioconferences. In its most general sense, videoconferencing
is audioconferencing with pictures. However, videoconferences rely on much
more sophisticated and expensive equipment than do audioconferences.

Setting up a videoconference is more complicated than setting up an audio-
conference. The most sophisticated videoconferences take place in specially
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FIGURE 14.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of Audioconferences

• May Make Group Members Feel
 Isolated
• Can Reduce Group Cohesion
• Difficult to Share and Edit Documents
• Allow Members to Tune In and Out
 of a Meeting

Advantages of Audioconferences Disadvantages of Audioconferences

• Easy to Set Up and Use
• Can Be Used to Discuss and Solve
 Problems
• Have Fewer and Less Expensive
 Equipment Requirements
• Can Be the Best Way to Reach
 Group Members In an Emergency
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designed studios equipped with professional lighting, cameras, and a crew. It is
also possible to conduct videoconferences using less expensive digital cameras
connected to personal computers. As technology improves, the cost of video-
conferencing will continue to drop, the equipment will become easier to use,
and the picture quality will improve.

The high cost of videoconferencing must be balanced against the costs of a
face-to-face meeting. If group members have to travel from various parts of the
country, the time lost in traveling must be taken into account, as well as the cost
of airfare, hotel accommodations, meals, and other expenses associated with the
face-to-face meeting. When the right technology is available, a videoconference
can be highly productive while saving both time and money.

Participating in Videoconferences. Here are a number of methods and
tools to use when preparing for and conducting a videoconference:

• Brief all members about the operation of the videoconferencing system.

• Make sure that everyone has an agenda and any necessary documents well
in advance.

• If you want to interact with participants at other sites, look directly at the
camera, not at their images on a television monitor.

• Use the microphone discreetly.

• Dress appropriately.

Although videoconferences are becoming more popular, they can produce
anxiety in participants. For many people, the thought of being “on television”
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FIGURE 14.3 Advantages and Disadvantages of Videoconferences

Advantages of Videoconferences Disadvantages of Videoconferences

• Can make members feel apprehensive
• Can be difficult to set up
• Can be distracting and hard to watch
 on narrow bandwidths
• Can require expensive equipment
 and staff costs
• Members may have difficulty adapting
 to the camera and microphone

• Combine sight and sound
• Closely simulate face-to-face meetings
• Can save travel and lodging costs
• Can be used to solve problems and
 resolve conflicts
• Can be taped to create a permanent
 record of the meeting

during a videoconference generates a great deal of communication apprehension.
If an effective meeting is to take place, this anxiety should be addressed before
the videoconference. All group members should be fully briefed on how the
videoconference works and what to expect. The more group members know
about the process, the more comfortable they will be during the meeting.

Always be aware of the microphone. In videoconferences, a microphone will
be attached to your clothing, set on a table in front of you, or suspended above
you. Regardless of how the microphone is set up, remember that it is always lis-
tening. Avoid the temptation to lean over and whisper something to the person
sitting next to you. Although the people across the room may not be able to hear
you, everyone at the other end of the videoconference will.

Consider what you are going to wear to a videoconference. If your clothing
is distracting, you will create a barrier to effective communication. Narrow, con-
trasting stripes should be avoided because video monitors can make striped
clothes appear to pulsate. Also avoid wearing shiny or reflective clothing. Finally,
clothes that fit poorly will appear to fit even less well when your image is magni-
fied on the screen.

Pros and Cons of Videoconferences. The primary advantage of video-
conferencing is that it allows group members to see and hear one another much
as they would during a face-to-face discussion. Once participants’ apprehension
about being on camera passes, a videoconference can operate as efficiently and
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effectively as a traditional meeting. Like audioconferences, videoconferences are
an effective means for a group to discuss and solve problems. Of all the virtual
group formats, videoconferences are the best suited for negotiating technical or
interpersonal conflicts.

Videoconferencing, however, may not be as effective when a group needs to
spend time brainstorming, prioritizing, outlining, or reaching consensus about
complicated issues.10 Compared to audioconferences, videoconferences require
more effort to plan and set up and are likely to be much more expensive. Fur-
thermore, if your video equipment lacks sufficient bandwidth, or if you are using
video via the Internet or desktop videoconferencing, the visual distortions and
poor quality can become very annoying. If you’ve ever endured the jerkiness of
narrow-bandwidth video transmissions, you can well imagine the increasing
agony of watching these motions during a long meeting.

Text-Based Computer Conferences

Text-based computer conferencing is the third and fastest-growing type of me-
dium used by virtual groups. Unfortunately, there is no simple definition of text-
based computer conferences because they cover a wide range of activities that can
be combined with audioconferencing and videoconferencing. It is probably best
to think of text-based computer conferencing as using a computer keyboard
(and, in some cases, an accompanying voice link) to communicate and collabo-
rate with a group. Today, more and more people are using their computers as
communication tools. Linked together via local area networks and the Internet,
computers provide a “place” for groups to communicate and work together.

Participating in Text-Based Computer Conferences. If you use net-
worked computers at work or use the Internet to communicate with friends,
family, and colleagues, you know that this is a very different communication
medium. In text-only conferences, there is no spoken or nonverbal compo-
nent—no vocal tone, no inflection, and no physical gestures or facial expres-
sions to add meaning to the communication. The focus is solely on words and
visual displays. In most cases, particularly in synchronous conferencing, there is
an informality and an immediacy in computer-based, text-only conferencing
that separates it from the other kinds of writing that we do.

Because we tend to communicate interpersonally in computer conferences,
there is a tendency to write down the same words that we would speak. The
quick turnaround time necessary during computer conferences all but requires
that we write in an informal style. Some researchers have suggested that when
computer conference participants haven’t met or don’t know one another very
well, this abbreviated and personal writing style helps create stereotypical im-
pressions of the participants.11 If you write something amusing, you are more
likely to be perceived by the receivers of your message as a person with a good
sense of humor. If you provide much-needed information, you are more likely
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to be seen as an expert. If you help edit a working document, the group may
turn to you for advice about report writing. All this happens because readers
have nothing but the text to rely on in making judgments about those sending
messages. Remember, however, that although the communication style may be
more informal than in traditional writing, errors in spelling and grammar may
create a negative impression.

Because nonverbal elements such as vocal tone, inflection, facial expressions,
and gestures are missing from a text-only message, some people who communi-
cate frequently via computers use a set of symbols to convey an emotional sub-
text to written messages. As we’ve indicated in previous chapters, these symbols
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Learning Netlingo and Netspeak

T O O L B O X  1 4 . 3

David Crystal, who writes about language, 
writes that “Netspeak is a development of mil-
lennial significance. A new medium of linguistic
communication does not arrive very often in the
history of the [human] race.”1 Savvy Internet
users are fluent in netlingo and netspeak. Some
of us, however, are confronted with new words
and typographic strategies when we read our
email. Here we offer a brief description of these
language features.2

Netlingo refers to a variety of language forms
used in Internet communication, such as the
familiar FYI (for your information) and FAQ
(frequently asked questions):

• Compounds and blends. Examples: shareware,
netiquette, e- and cyber-anything.

• Abbreviations and acronyms. Examples: 
BTW = by the way; THX = thanks; IRF = in
real life; F2F = face-to-face; IMHO = in my
humble opinion; GMTA = great minds think
alike; BBL = be back later; WDYT = what do
you think?

• Less use of capitalization, punctuation, and
hyphenation. Examples: internet and email.

• Less use of traditional openings and closings.
Examples: Hi or hello instead of dear or using
no greeting phrase at all.

Netspeak includes common typographic
strategies used to achieve a more sociable and
interactive communication style.

• Letter homophones. Examples: RU (are you);
OIC (oh, I see); CYL8R (see you later)

• Capitalization or other symbols used for emphasis.
Examples: YES, *yes*

• Onomatopoeic and/or stylized spelling. Examples:
cooooool, hahahahahah

• Keyboard-generated emoticons. Examples: 
= smiley; @>—;— = rose; ;-) = winking; 

;-o = shocked, uh-oh, oh-no

Be careful when using these strategies. Many
readers won’t “get it” and may be left confused and
frustrated. Moreover, you can get carried away with
using symbols. Too many in one message can make
reading difficult, confusing, and annoying as well
as make you and your writing appear immature.3

1 David Crystal, Language and the Internet (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 238–239, cited in
Crispin Thurlow, Laura Lengel, and Alice Tomic, Computer
Mediated Communication: Social Interaction and the Internet
(London: Sage, 2004), p. 123.

2 For definitions as well as several categories and examples of
netlingo and netspeak, see Thurlow et al., pp. 124–125.

3 For additional examples and warnings about overuse of sym-
bols, see Deborah Jude-York, Lauren D. David, and Susan L.
Wise, Virtual Teams: Breaking the Boundaries of Time and
Place (Menlo Park, CA: Crisp Learning, 2000), pp. 91–92.

IS
B

N
: 0

-5
36

-5
66

65
-8

Working in Groups: Communication Principles and Strategies, Fourth Edition, by Isa N. Engleberg and Dianna R. Wynn.
Published by Allyn & Bacon. Copyright © 2007 by Pearson Education, Inc.



are referred to as emoticons. In addition to the overused “smileys,” there are a
number of convenient and easily understood emoticons that can be employed.
Bracketing a word with asterisks gives emphasis to *important* words and often
takes the place of underlining. Using all capital letters can indicate forcefulness or
ANGER. Thus, a message typed in all capital letters may be perceived as rude,
even if the Internet user’s only intention was to improve the readability of the type.

Whenever you are participating in a text-based computer conference, read
your messages carefully before you send them and rewrite them if you think they
might be misunderstood. Consider the real-life example of a group that received
an important report via the Internet. One member responded to the group email
with the concluding sentence, “I resent the report.” What she meant was that she
had re-sent the report to someone who, because of a computer glitch, hadn’t re-
ceived it the first time. For days, however, committee members assumed that she
resented (was offended by) what was written in the report, and no one could fig-
ure out why. The more frequently you engage in computer conferencing, the
more comfortable you will become communicating in a text-only environment.

The following methods and tools can help you take full advantage of text-
based computer conferences:

• Make sure that all members have access to the technology and have the
ability to use that technology.

• Prepare and distribute an agenda and any necessary documents well in
advance when using technology to conduct a meeting.

• Appoint a facilitator or moderator to keep the discussion on track.

• Monitor members’ participation. Identify and deal with nonparticipants and
members who assume negative roles (e.g., blocker, dominator, and so on).

• Make sure that all group members know the schedule for participation and
the deadlines for contributions.

Pros and Cons of Text-Based Computer Conferencing. Text-based
computer conferences are very effective when a group needs to collect and share
information and when members must collaborate to generate ideas and plans. A
text-based conference also has permanence because members’ contributions can
be saved. And, of all the media available to virtual groups, this type allows text-
based messages to be sent at any time from any place for future reading. The
pervasiveness of email has made text-based computer conferencing both easy
and available to just about everyone.

One of the biggest drawbacks to text-only conferences is the misunderstand-
ings that can occur when participants must rely on words alone to understand
the meaning of a message. Unless group members know one another well, text-
based communication makes it difficult to establish strong personal connections
with other group members. Face-to-face meetings and videoconferences are
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more lively, social, and warm than are bulletin boards and email, “mostly be-
cause they enable the spontaneous, back-and-forth exchange that we associate
with normal conversation.” 12

GROUPWARE

The term groupware refers to computer-mediated methods and tools designed
to support group collaboration, even though participants may not be together
in either time or space.13 Groupware combines two basic ideas: group + ware, or
people + technology.14 Although groupware may sound as though it’s a type of
software, sophisticated groupware often requires special equipment, a designated
server, and a moderator or facilitator to serve as a procedural technician or gate-
keeper. In the realm of virtual groups, the accelerated development and adoption
of groupware is dramatically altering the manner in which groups interact across
a variety of tasks and settings.15
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FIGURE 14.4 Advantages and Disadvantages of Text-Based Computer Conferences

• Can lead to misunderstandings
 because they lack visual and oral cues
• Provide fewer opportunities for
 effective participation by poor typists
 and writers
• Can be frustrating for members who
 like or need to talk through ideas
 and debate issues
• Decrease social support for members

Advantages of Text-Based
Computer Conferences

Disadvantages of Text-Based
Computer Conferences

• Save time, travel, and expenses
• Can create a permanent record
 of interactions
• Can enhance honesty and
 participation by members due to
 distance or anonymity
• Are highly efficient and effective means
 of collecting, sharing, and discussing
 data and documents
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The most common type of groupware is email. However, more sophisticated
types of groupware, such as electronic meeting systems, are becoming more avail-
able, affordable, and widely used. As a way of explaining the many options
available to virtual groups, we offer guidelines for using four of the most com-
mon types of groupware: email, bulletin boards, electronic chat, and electronic
meeting systems.

Email

As a worldwide, text-based medium, email provides a way for group members to
interact from great distances and across time. When voice and video features are
added to email, the medium can also simulate face-to-face discussion. In most
corporate and professional settings, group members may communicate via email
more than they do on the phone or in person. In fact, some group members are
able to express themselves better through email than in face-to-face meetings.16

One way of reaching every member of a virtual group with email is by using
a listserv, a program that delivers messages to everyone in the group. You may
have worked on a committee or had a course in which the chairperson or in-
structor used a listserv to send messages to the entire group. Listserv messages
are often more general than bulletin board or email messages. An email message
or monitored bulletin board message can be highly targeted to specific group
members, while a listserv message is often written as a public rather than a per-
sonal message.17

Participating in Email Discussions. Email is asynchronous. You receive a
message that may have been sent days, hours, or just seconds ago. You respond to
it when you can or by a designated deadline and hope that other members will do
the same. If you are going to participate in an email discussion, the following spe-
cial guidelines can help your group achieve its purpose efficiently and effectively:

• Make sure that all participants know what is expected of them. They should
know the group’s specific purpose, the deadlines and schedule for returning
email, and the amount of time expected for the task.

• Ask for confirmation that your email was received. In many cases, your
software system can tell you whether the email was received and opened.

• Develop a common system for editing documents (underlining, strikeovers,
colors, or the track changes feature in your software), and make sure that
these features are available on everyone’s computer.

• Provide training for members who are unfamiliar with a computer system’s
email features.

• Contact and encourage members who are not participating. You may have
to telephone them or meet with them in person to find out why they are
not responding to the group’s email messages.
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• Observe good grammatical form. Don’t abandon the rules of capitalization,
spelling, grammar, and formatting. Good grammatical form is more pro-
fessional and much easier to read.

• Include a context for your reply. A message that says only, “I disagree” may
leave other members unsure about what you oppose.

Pros and Cons of Email. Email is a terrific way to discuss ideas and plans,
to share information, and to revise documents. When group participation is ac-
tive, email can be used to define and solve problems. Members can take time to
reflect and write their responses carefully. One of the great advantages of email
is that it produces a written record that can be analyzed, edited, and voted on.

Even though email has become as common as regular mail, telephone con-
versations, and face-to-face meetings, it still has drawbacks. Because—at least in
most cases—you cannot see or hear other group members, you must rely on text
and text only. As we indicated earlier in this chapter, text-only communication
can lead to misunderstandings and decreased member involvement.

Given the limitations of email, it can be difficult to debate complex issues and
to make far-reaching decisions using this technology. If there is an interpersonal
conflict intruding on the process, email is not well suited to resolving the problem.
And, unfortunately, email is easy to ignore. Nonparticipants can be loafers (infre-
quent and detached members), lurkers (members who are present but offer no com-
ments or contributions), or newbies (inexperienced or apprehensive email users).18

An effective group will make sure that every member is an active participant.
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Cueless in Virtual Groups

T O O L B O X  1 4 . 4

Virtual groups are usually cueless. Cuelessness
simply means the “absence of all nonverbal 
cues (e.g., gestures, facial expressions, tone of
voice, appearance) and identity markers (e.g.,
status, occupational role, age, and gender).”
Usually these cues and markers communicate 
a range of social and emotional information,
including the way members react to the topic 
of discussion and to other group members.1

As in all communication, a dialectic is at work.
The absence of visual and vocal cues in virtual
groups can increase “psychological distance,”
which leads to more impersonal communica-
tion. For example, whereas you might not tell 

a group member “I don’t like this idea at all” 
in a face-to-face meeting, you might be willing
to write it in an email exchange to which other
members contribute. Crispin Thurlow and col-
leagues suggest that cuelessness can be a good
thing because it means that we’re less prejudiced
by status and physical appearance.2 But it also
can have negative effects because communica-
tion can be more clumsy, less spontaneous, and
certainly subject to misinterpretations.
1 Crispin Thurlow, Laura Lengel, and Alice Tomic, Computer

Mediated Communication: Social Interaction and the Internet
(London: Sage, 2004), p. 49.

2 Thurlow et al., p. 49.
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Bulletin Boards

Like email, bulletin boards are an asynchronous, text-based communication me-
dium. What distinguishes bulletin boards from email is the size of the audience
they attempt to reach and the manner in which messages are written and read. If
you subscribe to a bulletin board, you send your message to a single address. The
program or a designated moderator then sends your message to everyone else on
the bulletin board. But unlike a real bulletin board, a computer-mediated bulletin
board organizes incoming materials so that subsequent messages are posted as re-
sponses to specific messages, one right after the other.19 This system is called a
thread, and it can continue and extend for as long as participants send submis-
sions. Thus, a threaded discussion occurs when a series of email messages about a
specific issue is posted on a bulletin board. On some organizational web sites,
there are opportunities to join a threaded discussion or visit a bulletin board.

Participating on Bulletin Boards. Generally, bulletin boards make fewer
demands on participants than email does. Good bulletin boards become a source
of information and a means of following the development of an argument, plan,
or report. Being a loafer or a lurker on a bulletin board can be perfectly acceptable.
If, however, you want to post messages or respond to others, there are several
guidelines to follow:

• Determine whether the bulletin board will be moderated or whether the
program will accept and post all messages. If it is moderated, the program
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FIGURE 14.5 Advantages and Disadvantages of Email

Advantages of Email

• Easy to use, inexpensive, widely used,
 and available

• Makes it easier to discuss subjects
 that people are reluctant to discuss
 face to face

• Good for discussing and revising
 ideas, plans, and documents as well as
 for defining and discussing problems

• Easy to transmit files and documents

• Can include many people in a discussion

• Provides access to people and
 resources across time and distances

• Content subject to misinterpretation
 because it lacks visual and oral cues

• Easy to ignore messages, fake
 participation, or avoid difficult
 conversations and decisions

• Poor for brainstorming and prioritizing
 as well as for debating issues and
 reaching consensus

• Too many messages waste time and
 discourage use

• Not well suited for interpersonal
 conflict resolution

Disadvantages of Email
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should not permit anonymous input, particularly if virtual group members
will be held responsible for the outcome.

• Organize your thoughts before you contribute to a bulletin board. State your
point clearly. No one wants to read your ramblings.

• Be careful of being highly critical. Your comments are being made in writing
and will become part of a permanent record.

• If you want to pursue an issue with only one or two members, contact them
by email. Don’t take up bulletin board space with a private conversation.

Pros and Cons of Bulletin Boards. Bulletin boards allow many conversa-
tions to occur at once, and, as a result, they are time savers.20 Bulletin boards
allow you to think before sharing your ideas, to evaluate the ideas of others, and
to word your response carefully. They can be used for brainstorming as well as
for generating and commenting on ideas. They provide a useful work space for
collecting information and discussing the implications of that information.

But participating in a bulletin board can also be a dreadful experience. A
bulletin board can become a free-for-all, with participants venting their frustra-
tions and criticizing others. Mean-spirited members can do a lot of damage to
a group if they are allowed to run wild or to express themselves anonymously.
Many bulletin boards are moderated to ensure that the comments made are rele-
vant and appropriate.
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FIGURE 14.6 Advantages and Disadvantages of Bulletin Boards

Advantages of Bulletin Boards

• Easy to use, usually inexpensive

• Provide space for shared messages,
 displays, and documents

• Good for brainstorming; discussing
 ideas, plans, and documents; collecting
 and sharing information

• Enable threaded discussions that
 allow complex interaction with many
 participants

• Can create synergy and increased
 collaboration

• Effective way to communicate with
 many participants

• Content subject to misinterpretation
 because it lacks visual and oral cues

• Easy to ignore

• Poor for debating, voting, prioritizing,
 and outlining; difficult to organize,
 debate, and analyze data and issues

• Not an effective decision-making tool

• High volume of messages can waste
 time, discourage users, and result in
 information overload

• Discussions can degenerate into
 nonproductive personal arguments

Disadvantages of Bulletin Boards
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Virtual groups are beginning to recognize the
potential of blogs and wikis as researching,
information-sharing, problem-solving, editing,
and coordinating tools. When the first edition
of this textbook was published, blogs did not
exist. The term weblog was coined in 1997. 
The short form, blog, appeared in 1999 when a
blogger divided the word weblog into the phrase
“we blog” as a sidebar on his own weblog. A
blog—short for weblog—is a web site on which
text, images, Web links, and other files are
posted on a regular basis. Unlike open-ended
chat rooms, bulletin boards, forums, or news-
groups, only the author or authoring group can
create new subjects for discussion on a blog.
Blogs can be personal online diaries; political
blogs that post personal opinions, essays, and
relevant Web links; and topical blogs that focus
on narrow topics ranging from community
issues to stock market discussions.1

Multiuser and group blogs are a new, 
rapidly emerging phenomenon. In fact, team-
based blogs can support a project by giving 
all members input into the decision-making
process. Group blogs can be a very effective
means for updating a group, facilitating project
input, developing goals and milestones, solving
problems, and writing reports. Group blogs 
are not a simple compilation of individual
comments; they are a mesh of ideas that inter-
cept, overlap, and complement one another.
Group blogs allow for collaborative interaction
and inspiration. They also make access and use
as easy as possible and even provide intrinsic
rewards for individual members who make
valuable contributions.2

A wiki is a type of web site that allows users
to add and edit content and is particularly well
suited for constructive collaborative writing. 
The WikiWikiWeb was established in 1995 and
is based on the Hawaiian word wiki, meaning
“quick, fast, or to hasten.”3 Wikipedia, a free
English-language encyclopedia, is the world’s
largest wiki. Wikipedia is managed by a non-
profit parent company that allows anyone to
edit its content. An expert-led investigation 
by Nature found Wikipedia’s content more cur-
rent and close to the prestigious Encyclopedia
Britannica in accuracy.4 Wikipedia also demon-
strates the power of groups in that biased, out 
of date, or incorrect information is quickly
corrected by participants.5

Group wikis have many of the same features
as group blogs. Wikis, however, function pri-
marily as sites for editing documents. A group
can use a wiki to identify and codify key issues,
recommend solutions to problems, or write
reports and publishable materials. Much like 
the track changes feature in word-processing
software, a wiki allows group members to edit
and change copy over time, while keeping track
of all changes so that a page can be restored to
any of its previous states.6

1 Wikipedia, “Blog,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/blog. 
Updated on November 14, 2005.

2 Wikipedia, “Blog.”
3 Wikipedia, “Blog.”
4 Wikipedia, “Wiki” and “Wikipedia,” http://en.wikipedia

.org/wiki; http://en.wikipedia.org/wikipedia. Modified
January 3, 2006.

5 George Johnson, “Commentary: The Nitpicking of the
Masses vs. the Authority of Experts,” New York Times, 
p. F2, January 3, 2006.

6 Wikipedia, “Wiki” and “Wikipedia.”

Group Blogs and Wikis

GROUPTECH

IS
B

N
: 0-536-56665-8

Working in Groups: Communication Principles and Strategies, Fourth Edition, by Isa N. Engleberg and Dianna R. Wynn.
Published by Allyn & Bacon. Copyright © 2007 by Pearson Education, Inc.



Electronic Chat

Chat rooms go by many titles: desktop conferencing, real-time conferencing,
and Internet relay chat (IRC), to name a few. There are chat rooms all over the
Internet. They are places where participants can discuss a wide range of topics,
from current events and hobbies to professional issues. In this chapter, we look
at the ways in which virtual groups use electronic chat to achieve their purposes.

Electronic chat is real-time, synchronous communication in which members
have text-based conversations with one another. The questions, responses, con-
cerns, and comments of all members are visible on each participant’s computer
monitor. Technological advances are now making electronic chat a multimedia
experience. By adding audio links, full-motion video, and sophisticated white-
board technology, chat rooms are becoming as well equipped as videoconference
facilities—all through one’s own computer.

Participating in Electronic Chat. At first glance, an electronic chat session
may look confusing. Because people read faster than they type, written comments
may overlap, be highly repetitive, or seem irrelevant. Yet despite the presence of
these multiple messages, chat room participants “seem to be able to keep track
of their particular thread in the conversation because of the textual record that is
preserved as contribution after contribution is displayed on the screen.”21 Several
guidelines can help a virtual group take advantage of the freewheeling nature of
electronic chat:

• Extended electronic chat sessions should be well planned. Participants should
have an agenda and have access to relevant information or documents well
before the interchange begins.

• When a situation arises that requires immediate interaction, electronic chat
should be highly focused.

• Someone should facilitate an electronic chat session in order to maintain
focus and order.

• Group size should be kept small in order to keep the process under control.

• Participants should avoid getting sidetracked by irrelevant threads of
conversation.

Pros and Cons of Electronic Chat. The advantages and disadvantages of
electronic chat vary, depending on the kind of technology supporting the sys-
tem. Compared to face-to-face interaction and audioconferencing, electronic
chat provides a synchronous environment in which members have more time to
compose and edit their contributions. And whereas a domineering member can
monopolize a face-to-face conversation or a telephone call, you don’t have to
wait your turn in order to contribute in a chat room. Kenneth Graetz and his

Chapter 14 Technology and Virtual Groups 391

IS
B

N
: 0

-5
36

-5
66

65
-8

Working in Groups: Communication Principles and Strategies, Fourth Edition, by Isa N. Engleberg and Dianna R. Wynn.
Published by Allyn & Bacon. Copyright © 2007 by Pearson Education, Inc.



colleagues note that “although members of electronic chat groups are not iso-
lated, they are not necessarily bound by the traditional rules of conversation and
are free to enter statements at any time.”22 For members who experience high
levels of communication apprehension, a chat room may reduce their anxiety.

Despite their popularity and advantages, text-only electronic chat rooms can
be confusing places. Under some circumstances, it can be difficult to organize in-
formation, analyze data, and make decisions, particularly if the group is large. If
a chat room comes “fully loaded” with audio links, video, and whiteboard capa-
bilities, the medium has the potential to simulate a face-to-face meeting. Yet even
in the most sophisticated chat rooms, inexperienced and reticent participants can
become lost in a technology-rich environment. Moreover, electronic chat may
not be as effective a medium as other forms of groupware. Research by Graetz
and his colleagues indicates that group members in electronic chat environments
have more difficulty coordinating input and verifying information, take longer
to make decisions, and may experience greater difficulty solving complex prob-
lems. As a result, when comparing electronic chat with other communication
media, participants report higher levels of frustration in virtual chat groups.23

Electronic Meeting Systems

Electronic meeting systems (EMS) include a wide range of communication and
decision-making tools available to virtual groups through the use of computers
and communication technology. Compared with email, bulletin boards, and
electronic chat, electronic meeting systems require much more planning, coor-
dination, and focus. By combining specialized software and hardware, meeting
participants can perform many group tasks, such as brainstorming, problem
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FIGURE 14.7 Advantages and Disadvantages of Electronic Chat

Advantages of Electronic Chat

• Easy to use, available, and inexpensive

• Effective in small, active groups

• Good for brainstorming, sharing
 data, discussing issues, and sharing
 opinions

• Freewheeling discussions can lead
 to creative ideas and solutions

• Content subject to misinterpretation
 because it lacks visual and oral cues

• Easy to ignore

• May need designated facilitator to
 keep the group focused and disciplined

• Poor for debating, explaining opinions,
 reaching consensus, and making
 decisions

• Discussion can evolve into irrelevant,
 nonproductive conversations

Disadvantages of Electronic Chat

IS
B

N
: 0-536-56665-8

Working in Groups: Communication Principles and Strategies, Fourth Edition, by Isa N. Engleberg and Dianna R. Wynn.
Published by Allyn & Bacon. Copyright © 2007 by Pearson Education, Inc.



Chapter 14 Technology and Virtual Groups 393

E T H I C A L  G R O U P S

Ten Commandments for Computer Ethics

The following ten commandments of computer
ethics were first presented by Dr. Ramon C.
Barquin in a paper titled “In Pursuit of a ‘Ten
Commandments’ for Computer Ethics.” In this
paper, Dr. Barquin concludes “that the time is ripe
to enter into a normative phase as we attempt 
to pursue a ‘ten commandments’ for computer
ethics.”1 In discussing the need for a set of stan-
dards to guide and instruct people in the ethical
use of computers, he calls for the use of the fol-
lowing “Ten Commandments for Computer
Ethics” by today’s computing professionals:

1. Thou shalt not use a computer to harm
other people.

2. Thou shalt not interfere with other people’s
computer work.

3. Thou shalt not snoop around in other
people’s computer files.

4. Thou shalt not use a computer to steal.

5. Thou shalt not use a computer to bear 
false witness.

6. Thou shalt not copy or use proprietary soft-
ware for which you have not paid.

7. Thou shalt not use other people’s computer
resources without authorization or proper
compensation.

8. Thou shalt not appropriate other people’s
intellectual output.

9. Thou shalt think about the social conse-
quences of the program you are writing or
the system you are designing.

10. Thou shalt always use a computer in ways
that ensure consideration and respect for
your fellow humans.2

These “ten commandments” are a useful start-
ing point for computer ethics, but they are short
on details and practical guidelines. Although
Barquin’s commandments have been widely
adopted by the computing industry as a starting
point for ethics standards, most professionals
recognize that keeping within the ten command-
ments does not mean that everything you are
doing is proper. Individual situations must be
evaluated based on specific circumstances.3

Take a few minutes to review Barquin’s com-
mandments. Do they make sense? Are they dif-
ficult to understand? Is something missing? 
For example, consider the third commandment,
“Thou shalt not snoop around in other people’s
computer files.” “What if the ‘other people’ are
using the computer to do harm? Should we still
refrain from interfering? Should computer files
be private even if they are being used as part of 
a criminal conspiracy?”4

As is the case with many ethical issues, there
are no easy answers to the questions that arise
from reviewing these commandments. At the
same time, Barquin’s code is widely accepted
and forms the basis for developing useful
guidelines about the ethical use of computers,
whether they are being used by individuals or 
by virtual groups.
1 Copyright: 1991 Computer Ethics Institute. Author: Dr.

Ramon C. Barquin. Reprinted with permission.
2 Copies of the Ten Commandments for Computer Ethics

can be obtained by e-mailing the Brookings Institute at
cei@brookings.edu. Also available at http://www.cpsr.net/
oldsite/externalSiteView/program/ethics/cei.html.

3 Ben N. Fairweather, “Commentary on the ‘Ten Command-
ments for Computer Ethics,’” available at http://www.ccsr
.cse.dmu.ac.uk/resources/professionalism/codes/cei_command
_com.htm.

4 Fairweather.

IS
B

N
: 0

-5
36

-5
66

65
-8

Working in Groups: Communication Principles and Strategies, Fourth Edition, by Isa N. Engleberg and Dianna R. Wynn.
Published by Allyn & Bacon. Copyright © 2007 by Pearson Education, Inc.



solving, and decision making, at individual work stations.24 Whether they are
in the same room or miles apart, participants using electronic meeting systems
can collaborate on a variety of group tasks. Most electronic meeting systems in-
clude several capabilities:25

• Generating ideas and brainstorming. Electronic meeting systems can resemble
a chat room in which virtual group members present ideas and are able to
see the ideas contributed by all other members on their monitors or on a
projection screen. In most cases, a member can develop ideas in private
before sharing them with other group members.

• Grouping and analyzing issues. Collectively, virtual group members can move
ideas into different categories, identify ideas that merit further discussion,
outline a plan, and finalize a list of ideas or issues for further development.

• Creating and editing documents. Members of virtual groups can write
assigned sections of documents and comment on or revise material written
by other members.

• Voting. In a virtual meeting, special voting features can be used to assess the
degree of consensus on ideas and decisions without pressuring members to
make a final decision. Electronic meeting system software also can display
voting results in total, graphic, or tabular form.

In order to appreciate this type of groupware, consider the following examples
in which electronic meeting systems helped two very different groups reach im-
portant and far-reaching decisions:

• Nine senior executives of a $2.5 billion transportation leasing company took
less than four hours to brainstorm about fifty-two risks to the corporation
and then to identify the ten that presented the greatest risk to the company’s
achieving its strategic objectives and the ten that should receive the highest
priority for an internal audit. After six months, the results of this four-hour
meeting were still guiding the focus of both the senior executives and the
internal audit staff.26

• The members of the congregation filed into the church sanctuary, filling
every seat in every pew. The top ten priorities of each of the five church task
forces were projected on five screens along the side wall. The task of the
467 people in the sanctuary was to choose, from among all fifty priorities,
the ones on which the church should spend its limited resources. By using
467 keypads (a combination of hand-held numeric keypads, computer soft-
ware, and a projection screen), the members took only three hours to reach
agreement on thirteen priorities for the coming year.27

Participating in Electronic Meeting Systems. In addition to the usual
requirements for effective participation, electronic meeting systems require the use
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of specialized software, compatible and sometimes specially networked hardware,
and computer expertise to make the process work. In addition to having some-
one who can make sure that all of the equipment is up and running, a virtual
meeting of this kind usually requires a facilitator to keep the group moving
through the process, a coach or trainer to help inexperienced or nonparticipat-
ing members, and a technician who is prepared to solve technical problems. The
best advice we can offer to participants in such a complex virtual group is this:
Follow instructions carefully and leave the rest to the hardware and software.

Pros and Cons of Electronic Meeting Systems. Depending on the sys-
tem and a group’s technical expertise, members can move back and forth from
the EMS to other computer-based applications, such as word processing,
spreadsheets, presentation software, and project-management software. The
EMS can also be integrated with other systems, such as desktop video, so that
the interpersonal dynamics of a meeting can be captured.28 Both of us have par-
ticipated in several virtual meetings using sophisticated electronic meeting sys-
tems, and we have been impressed with the process and the results. Projects that
would otherwise have taken months to complete were finished in weeks or days.
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FIGURE 14.8 Advantages and Disadvantages of Electronic Meeting Systems

Advantages of Electronic
Meeting Systems

• Result in shorter and more productive
 meetings

• Efficient and effective way to tap
 expertise and opinions

• Facilitate collaboration, preparation,
 discussion, and editing of plans and
 documents

• Can reorganize and prioritize ideas
 and issues in a variety of ways

• Good for brainstorming; displaying
 data; discussing and debating ideas and
 issues; offering and evaluating options

• Anonymity increases participation and
 promotes honesty; inhibits groupthink

• All members have equal opportunities
 to contribute ideas, voice opinions,
 and vote

• Expensive and complex systems
 requiring special software, equipment,
 and networking

• Require training, facilitation, and
 technical assistance

• Less effective for complex analysis
 and resolving conflict

• Can remove accountability for decisions

• Members can comment on their
 own proposals as if they were
 someone else‘s

• Discussions can degenerate into
 nonproductive debate if meeting
 is not well facilitated

Disadvantages of Electronic
Meeting Systems
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The ideas flowed, the posting of results led to highly targeted discussions, and
the final product was of the highest quality.

As much as we wish that every business, professional organization, civic asso-
ciation, and meeting facility had the capacity to use electronic meeting systems,
the cost of installing and maintaining such systems is still high. Even renting an
EMS facility can be prohibitive for many groups. In addition, a staff member is
often needed to make the process work. At the very least, a skilled facilitator is
necessary to keep the group moving and to ensure that group members are using
the software and hardware properly.

Fortunately, sophisticated EMS services have become available and affordable
via the World Wide Web. After downloading a peer-to-peer collaboration platform,
groups pay a user fee to establish direct, instant communication and collaboration
with other group members. Groove.net, chatspace.com, and cogos.com are just
three examples of providers offering this type of electronic collaboration service.

COLLABORATIVE PRESENTATION TECHNOLOGY

When you see the term presentation technology, PowerPoint presentations may come
to mind. We have added the word collaborative to this phrase in order to move
beyond individual PowerPoint presentations and into the realm of technology-
enhanced, interactive group presentations. Collaborative presentation technology
projects an idea or graphic onto a screen, wall, or whiteboard so that both face-to-
face and virtual participants can interact with the presentation.29 Collaborative
presentation tools make it possible to display information without being physi-
cally present with other group members. The use of these technologies also allows
members to review, revise, edit, and finalize documents.

Sophisticated meeting rooms now come fully equipped with the tools neces-
sary for collaborative presentations: projection screens, computer slide projectors,
whiteboards, video cameras and monitors, laptop computers, and even old-
fashioned flip charts and overhead projectors. One of the most useful collabora-
tive presentation technologies is the electronic whiteboard. Computer-based
electronic whiteboards allow members to work on the same document or draw-
ing simultaneously. Anything written on the whiteboard is instantly digitized.
This means that it can be stored, printed, and displayed in both the location
where it is created and remote locations. Thus, group members can sketch a
flow chart or draw a design on an electronic whiteboard, and it can be seen and
altered by other group members, regardless of whether they are in the same room
or located thousands of miles away. Group members can pose ideas, suggest
modifications, draw links among ideas, edit text, and format documents. The
primary advantage of using whiteboards is that they build on the team members’
existing skills and meeting behaviors while also providing some sense of social
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presence. They are very useful for groups that need to share ideas and concepts
graphically. The primary disadvantage is that team members must have access to
specially equipped conference rooms or desktop systems in order to participate.30

When electronic whiteboards are used in virtual or face-to-face settings and are
combined with audio and video capabilities, the potential for effective collabo-
ration increases significantly. State-of-the-art electronic whiteboards offer a great
deal of flexibility and choice in sharing ideas, building presentations, and creating
documents. Whether a group is presenting a full-fledged multimedia production
or preparing simple text and graphics to be discussed at a staff meeting, electronic
whiteboards make interaction and collaboration more efficient and effective.

GROUP DIVERSITY AND THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

Technical diversity affects virtual groups as much as differences in culture, gen-
der, and personality type. In terms of interactive audio, visual, and computer
technologies, there are “haves” and “have nots” as well as “know a lots” and “not
know a lots.” Those of you who rely on computers and Internet access at home,
work, or school for a wide range of tasks may assume that everyone has the same
opportunities and skills. Certainly members of virtual groups must have access
to compatible technology and possess comparable abilities in order to achieve a
common goal. Those who “have” and “know a lot” about technology may work
in groups in which other members do not “have” and do “not know a lot.”

The Digital Divide

Virtual groups frequently encounter the digital divide and its consequences. The
phrase digital divide refers to inequalities in access to, distribution of, and use of
information technology between two or more populations. For example, surveys
of Internet use in many countries provide a profile of the typical user as young,
urban, male, and relatively well educated. This profile leads to discrepancies in
use based on factors such as age, gender, socioeconomic variance, and culture.31

Age. If you have grown up during the personal computer and Internet age,
you are probably relatively comfortable, confident, and competent when using
these technologies. Many children know more about computers and the Internet
than their parents do. Many senior citizens in advanced, industrialized countries
do not have easy access to the Internet or do not use it frequently. Fortunately,
Internet use by “senior surfers” is increasing and is becoming a popular pasttime
for those who have the time and money to go online.32

In terms of virtual groups, older members vary significantly—from those who
have embraced computer technology and excel in its use to those who fear or have
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avoided learning and using computer technology. Such disparities in attitude and
ability have consequences for virtual groups. A valuable and conscientious group
member who is older than most of the members may lack computer skills and not
be able to contribute to and benefit from Internet interactions among members.

Gender. The digital divide often separates men from women, particularly
given that most Internet users are well-educated, urban males. Only in countries
where Internet use is well developed, such as Scandinavia and the United States,
has the gender gap begun to close. Even so, a study by the American Association
of University Women concludes that

• Girls consistently rate themsleves significantly lower on computer ability
than boys do, and boys exhibit higher self-confidence and more positive
attitudes about computers than do girls.

• Software programs (and gaming) often reinforce gender bias and stereo-
typed gender roles.

• Girls use computers less often outside of school. Boys enter the classroom
with more prior experience with computers and other technology than
girls have.33

Socioeconomic Factors. Income level is a strong determinant of a person’s
access to computer technology and the Internet. Here are highlights of a govern-
ment study on Internet use in the United States:

• Urban households earning incomes over $75,000 are over twenty times
more likely to have home Internet access than rural households at the
lowest income levels.

• Those earning $20,000 and using the Internet outside the home are twice
as likely to get access through a public library or community center.

• People earning under $25,000 generally cite cost as the primary reason for
not using the Internet at home, while those earning more than $25,000
are more likely to say that they “don’t want to.”34

In international terms, nearly 90 percent of all Internet users are in indus-
trialized countries, with the United States and Canada alone accounting for 57
percent of the worldwide total. In contrast, Internet users in Africa and the
Middle East together account for only 1 percent of global Internet users.35

Think of the practical and technical barriers facing certain populations.
People who live in communities that have only sporadic electricity or that have
no telephone lines or mobile network connections will also lack computers and
access to the Internet.36 There are also huge cost factors involved. For example,
the national average monthly wage of farm workers in South Africa is less than
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$50. Most workers earning that wage can’t afford transportation into the village
to buy groceries, let alone afford to use technology at current prices. While Inter-
net access represents 1.2 percent of the average monthly income in the United
States, it would represent 278 percent of the average annual income in Nepal,
614 percent in Madagascar, and 191 percent in Bangladesh.37

Cultural Dimensions. Language differences are an obvious, but often over-
looked, cultural difference among computer and Internet users. For a group
member whose native language is different from that of the majority of the
group, communicating online can be difficult and frustrating. Members should
“forgive” nonnative speakers for any spelling or grammar errors and encourage
their active communication.38

In terms of cultural dimensions, individuals from high-context cultures may
want to hear and see group members in person rather than relying on written
words to interpret meaning. Moreover, group members who come from strongly
networked cultural minorities or nonliterate communities may have difficulty
learning, using, and understanding the necessary skills and gaining the resulting
benefits of working in virtual groups.

Implications for Virtual Groups

Effective groups understand, respect, and adapt to the many ways in which
group diversity and the digital divide affect groupwork and group success. They
also develop strategies for fully integrating all group members into the virtual
group environment. Here are several challenges to working in virtual groups
that groups should address and resolve:

• Diverse technical skills

• Diverse writing skills because of differences in cultural background, lan-
guage, and education

• Diverse writing styles because of differences in gender, cultural back-
ground, and personality

• Diverse attitudes toward technology, such as technophobia or online shyness

• Diverse hardware, software, and technical support

• Diverse experiences using technology and the Internet

• Diverse languages and computer-related vocabularies

By their very design and function, virtual groups include people from different
locations, organizations, lines of work, ages, genders, socioeconomic backgrounds,
and cultures. Although there are challenges, virtual groups can offer a rich diver-
sity of members seeking to achieve a common goal.
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BALANCING TECHNOLOGY IN GROUPS

In the preface to CyberMeeting: How to Link People and Technology in Your Or-
ganization, James Creighton and James Adams emphasize the need to balance
the advantages and disadvantages of using technology for working in groups.
On the one hand, they note that organizations will spend billions of dollars
“connecting their employees through technology that will permit collaboration
and electronic participation in meetings.” On the other hand, “hundreds of mil-
lions of those dollars will be wasted chasing fads and installing technology that
people will use to work the same way they worked before the technology was
installed.”39 As important as it is to understand how to use technology in group
settings, it is even more important to understand why and when to choose tech-
nology as a tool for enhancing group efficiency and effectiveness. In the end, the
real issue is collaboration; technology is simply a valuable tool for helping to
bring it about.40

Groups with access to every modern technology are not necessarily better
groups. A nubby piece of chalk in the hands of a conscientious group member can
do more to help a group achieve its goal than can a team of graphic designers.
Harvey Robbins and Michael Finley observe that a “team is still a team, no mat-
ter how much hardware and software it drags behind it. A computer will not im-
pose clarity on a fuzzy notion or vice versa. That is something only we can do.”41

Technology is only a tool. Like any of the other tools used by groups, it is
“a means to pursue particular objectives.”42 In our eagerness to grab the latest
piece of software, hardware, or groupware, we may seize the wrong tool—one
that neither addresses the group’s goal nor stretches the group’s thinking in
important new directions. Effective groups take advantage of technology but
do not substitute technology for the effort and wisdom of their members. Per-
haps the most important balance that groups must achieve is the balance be-
tween the marvels of technology and the untapped potential of their members.
Just like face-to-face groups, virtual groups must “communicate in ways that
provide guidance and structure—shared control over why and how a group
orients itself—in what is likely to be a relatively unfamiliar, and often unstruc-
tured, group context.”43

GROUPWORK

Computer and Teleconference Simulation

Goal: To demonstrate the advantages and disadvantages of computer conferences
and audioconferences

Participants: Four groups of at least three members
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Procedure
1. Each group will simulate a different type of conferencing.

• Group 1 will simulate audioconferencing. The group members will sit
with their backs to one another and communicate orally. Group members
should not look at one another.

• Group 2 will simulate synchronous, text-based computer conferencing.
The group members will sit with their backs to one another and com-
municate by writing messages on index cards. Group members are en-
couraged to send messages whenever they choose. Messages should be
passed to all members of the group and can be passed to the left or the
right. Group members should not look at one another.

• Group 3 will simulate an asynchronous, text-based computer conference.
Group members will sit with their backs to one another and communicate
by writing on a piece of paper. One individual will start the conference
by writing an initial message. The paper will be passed to the left. The
next group member will respond by writing a message on the same piece
of paper and then will pass the paper to the left. The process continues in
this fashion. Group members should not look at one another.

• Group 4 will engage in a face-to-face discussion.

2. Each group should address the following question: How can technology be
used to enhance student learning? Members should discuss the various ways
in which technology should (or should not) be used to enhance instruction
and learning. The group’s suggestions should be listed in order of priority.

3. After the groups have completed their discussion, the class should discuss the
following questions:

• How did each group’s conference method help or hinder the discussion?
• What communication problems did each group experience? Can these

problems be resolved by using the group’s conference method?
• What types of tasks were easiest to accomplish using each group’s confer-

ence method?
• Which tasks were the most difficult?

GROUPASSESSMENT

Virtual Meeting Evaluation

Directions. When you participate in an audioconference, videoconference, or
computer conference, use the following criteria to evaluate how well these types
of virtual meetings were planned and conducted. Circle the number that best
represents your assessment of each statement.

Chapter 14 Technology and Virtual Groups 401

IS
B

N
: 0

-5
36

-5
66

65
-8

Working in Groups: Communication Principles and Strategies, Fourth Edition, by Isa N. Engleberg and Dianna R. Wynn.
Published by Allyn & Bacon. Copyright © 2007 by Pearson Education, Inc.



Audioconference
1. An audioconference was appropriate for this meeting.

Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

2. The sound quality was satisfactory.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

3. A meeting agenda was provided and followed.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

4. Members introduced themselves before speaking.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

5. Members adapted to the oral-only medium.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

Videoconference
1. A videoconference was appropriate for this meeting.

Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

2. A meeting agenda was provided and followed.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

3. The video quality was satisfactory.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

4. Members used the microphones effectively.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

5. Members dressed appropriately.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

Computer Conference
1. A computer conference was appropriate for this meeting.

Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

2. A meeting agenda was provided and followed.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

3. Members typed clear and succinct messages.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

4. Members interacted frequently and met deadlines.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

5. Delays between messages were reasonable.
Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Agree

Comments:
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