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PANEL 5

INVESTIGATING VIRTUAL ORGANIZATIONS THROUGH
SOCIAL NETWORK ANALYSIS

Chair:  Manju K. Ahuja, Florida State University

Panelists: Ajit Kambil, New Y ork University
Ron E. Rice, Rutgers University

Groups have been afocus of study for several decades and have been defined in various ways. A consistent theme
intheliterature, however, isthat groups have typically been defined in terms of patternsof interpersonal interaction.
For example, groups have been described as collections of individuals who influence each other through social
interaction or who have significantly interdependent relations with each other. In fact, much of the early work on
task-oriented groups examined group performance explicitly in terms of communication and interaction patterns.

Historically, groupinteraction has been based in and examined within face-to-face settings. Now, ascomputers have
begun to be used as communication devices as much as computing devices, groups have a broader repertoire of
communication mediaand channel savailableto them. M ore and more groups are choosing el ectronic mediafor their
interactions becausethey helpto overcomethelimitationsof time, space, and accesstoinformation. Thesenew media
choices have led to a revolution in the manner in which groups and organizations perform their tasks. Distributed
knowledge-based, and virtual organizationshave become popular with advancesininformationtechnol ogies. Although
virtual organizations are gaining popularity, there islittle agreement on their attributes. Also, we do not know how
many different types of these organizations may exist and how they may vary in their attributes.

Building on traditional definitions of groups, the panel definesavirtual organization as a geographically dispersed
but interdependent group of individuals who are bound by a common interest or goal and who communicate and
coordinate among themsel ves primarily through computer-mediated communication technology. Thus, we consider
virtual groupsto be real groupsthat are virtually co-located.

Therefore, all virtual organi zations are geographically dispersed at |east to some extent and they al rely on electronic
mediato some extent. However, they can vary inthetime span and organi zational membership, among other factors.
For exampl e, ashort-termvirtual project groupislikely tobehaveinamanner different fromanon-going virtual group
wherecultureandidentity may becomeimportant forcesthat keep thegroup cohesive. Organizational scopeisanother
significant variable, with intra-organi zational groups potentially exhibiting different characteristi csthan groupsthat
Span organi zation boundaries.

A framework of virtual groups, based on their temporal and organizational scope attributes, is presented. Social

networks are then presented as an appropriate conceptual framework and analytical method for studying virtual
organizations.
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