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 Levels of access v/s Cost and Risk 

 Benefits, challenges and risk of the approach  



What are Online Communities? 

 An online (virtual) community is defined as an aggregation of 

individuals or business partners who interact around a shared interest, 

where the interaction is at least partially supported and/or mediated by 

technology and guided by some protocols or norms.” [1] 

 

 

 A few types of online communities: 

 Internet Message Boards/ Forums (Quora)  

 Online Chat Rooms (Yahoo, MSN) 

 Social Network Services (Facebook, Twitter) 

 Virtual Worlds (Second World, Whyville) 

 Specialized Information Communities (stackoverflow.com, TasteofHome.com) 

[1] Porter, Constance Elise. (2004). A Typology of Virtual Communities: A Multi-Disciplinary Foundation for Future Researc 



What is Social Computing? 

 Social computing is a broad research area situated at the intersection 

of computer science, economics, and other social sciences. 

 

 It concerns both harnessing human intelligence for computational tasks 

and the design of computational systems that support social behavior 

and interactions. 

 

 PLATO, the first computer-based education system in 

the world was built at UIUC starting 1960 by  

Dr. Donald Bitzer, and is one of the early examples 

of social computing in a live production environment. 

(http://www.platohistory.com/) 
 

http://www.platohistory.com/
http://www.platohistory.com/


a) Artifacts as psychological theories (1989) 

 Designed artifacts embody claims about user behavior. 

 Evaluating the use of an artifact also amounts to evaluating these behavioral 

claims. 

 

b) Project Athena and Project Andrew (1980s) 

 Projects to deploy networked workstations throughout the MIT and CMU 

campuses to improve the quality of education and support research . 

 Creating these networks required many design choices on issues that were 

then at the frontier of distributed computing and personal computing, such as 

reliability, security, scalability, user interfaces etc. 

 Deploying these systems for real use, the designers were able to evaluate 

how well their design choices fared in practice.  

 

  While focusing on social interaction among users, psychological          

theories often guide the HCI system design while controlled field 

experiments are used to evaluate these designs. 

 

History and Evolution 



c) The Web: do it yourself (1990s) 

 An environment where one could implement an idea for a new interactive 

system and reach a potentially unlimited audience. 

 GroupLens* - a system for collaborative filtering of Usenet news 

 MovieLens* – a movie recommendation site 

 

 The applications built by the authors attracted users because of 

its utility and not because they recruited them. Hence, the authentic 

usage of the websites enabled them to evaluate the algorithms and 

user interfaces they created as part of their research project. 

* Developed by the authors 

History and Evolution 



An approach to perform research 
 A deep understanding of online social interaction and adequate evaluation of 

new social interaction algorithms and interfaces requires access to real 

online communities. 

 The authors identify four levels of access, each of which enables additional 

research methods: 

 

 
S. No. Access to Enables 

1 Usage data 

a) Behavioral analysis, including statistical analysis and simulation 

(Longitudinal data enables analysis of behavior change over 

time) 

b) Development and testing of algorithms  

2 Users Random assignment experiments, surveys, and interviews  

3 APIs/ Plugins 

a) Empirical evaluation of new social interaction algorithms and 

interfaces and psychological theories as long as they can be 

implemented within a published API 

* Systematic methods of subject recruitment may or may not be 

possible. 

4 
Software 

Infrastructure 

a) Empirical evaluation of arbitrary new social interaction 

algorithms and interfaces and psychological theories 

b) Full logging of behavioral data 

c) Systematic recruitment of subjects 

d) Random assignment experiments 



Level of Access v/s Cost and Risk 

 

 As one ascends the levels, more powerful methods can be deployed to 

answer research questions in more authentic contexts. However, the 

costs and risks also increase:  

 

 the costs of assembling a team with the diverse skills required to design, 

build, and maintain online community software 

 

 the risk that the effort will not pay off: if a community system does not attract 

users, it does not enable interesting research. 





 

Do you agree with the 

following statement? 
 

“This study cannot form the basis 

of a true random assignment 

experiment.” 



 



 



Benefits of the Approach 

 Enables good science 

 At all levels, it enables testing ideas and hypotheses with authentic data 

such as actual behavioral data and user responses based on their 

participation in an online community. Even better, at the fourth (and 

possibly third) level, we can perform field experiments. 

 Once you have put in the effort to develop a system (and if you are able to 

attract a user community), there is both the possibility and a natural 

inclination to do a sequence of studies that build upon earlier results. 

 

 Creates the opportunity for productive collaborations  

 If you analyze data from an existing community, the owners of that 

community will be interested in the results. 

 If you build a system that attracts a real user community, organizations 

with an interest in the community’s topic will be interested in pursuing 

collaborative projects. 



Challenges and Risks 

 A research team needs expertise in a wide variety of disciplines and 

skills, including social science theory and methods, user interface 

design, algorithm development, and software engineering. This 

requires either individuals who have the time and capability to master 

these skills or a larger team of interdisciplinary specialists. 

 

 The system development and maintenance resources needed can be 

considerable. 

 

 The major risk is that if the system you create fails to attract or retain 

sufficient users, all your effort may be wasted. 
 

 



 Sometimes features must be introduced to keep a system attractive to 

users, even if there is no direct research benefit. 

 

 Significant time may have to be spent working with collaborative 

partners and user groups. 

 

 If a site does attract a user community, it becomes difficult (and perhaps 

unethical) for researchers to abandon it if their interests change or their 

resources become depleted.  

 

Challenges and Risks 
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