QUT

Queensland University of Technology
Brisbane Australia

This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:

Narayan, Bhuva, Talip, Bazilah A., Watson, Jason, & Edwards, Sylvia
(2013) Social media as online information grounds : a preliminary con-
ceptual framework. Lecture Notes in Computer Science : Digital Libraries:
Social Media and Community Networks, 8279, pp. 127-131.

This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/72813/

© Copyright 2013 Springer International Publishing Switzerland
The final publication is available at Springer via

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-03599-4_15

Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:

http.//dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-03599-4_15



https://core.ac.uk/display/33491452?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/view/person/Narayan,_Bhuva.html
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/view/person/Talip,_Bazilah.html
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/view/person/Watson,_Jason.html
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/view/person/Edwards,_Sylvia.html
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/72813/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-03599-4_15

Social Media as Online Information Grounds:
A Preliminary Conceptual Framework

Bhuva Narayanl, Bazilah A Talipz, Jason Watsonz,
and Sylvia Edwards’

! Communication Studies, University of Technology Sydney
{bhuva.narayan@uts.edu.au}

2School of Information Systems, Queensland University of Technology
{bazilah.atalip@student, ja.watson@, s.edwards@} qut.edu.au

Abstract. Researchers are increasingly grappling with ways of theorizing
social media and its use. This review essay proposes that the theory of In-
formation Grounds (IG) may provide a valuable lens for understanding how
social media fosters collaboration and social engagement among information
professionals. The paper presents literature that helps us understand how so-
cial media can be seen as IG, and maps the characteristics of social media to
the seven propositions of IG theory. This work is part of a wider study inves-
tigating the ways in which Information Technology (IT) professionals expe-
rience social media.
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1. Introduction

This paper is a review essay that is part of a larger study that uses the
theory of information grounds (IG) to explore how Information Tech-
nology (IT) professionals use online social networks when compared to
face-to-face networks. I1G are social settings where information, people,
and place come together to create information flow within a physical
environment [2]. This research uses the IG framework as a lens for un-
derstanding how social media (SM) fosters collaboration and social
engagement among Information Technology (IT) professionals, which
includes Digital Library professionals and researchers. It attempts also
to understand how users within SM actually experience it as a place (a
place to be in, a place to go to, a place to gather, or a place to be seen
in) — or information grounds — and use it for professional purposes such
as information sharing, networking, dissemination of their work, public
communications, or for collaboration. This is vital for digital library



professionals to understand how their users are getting and sharing
information.

2. Information Grounds Theory

Karen Pettigrew first proposed the theory of information grounds in
1998 wherein she proposed that wherever people come together at a
physical space informally for one purpose, there is a space created
spontaneously where information exchange and sharing takes place [2],
and that “information grounds are synergistic environment[s] temporar-
ily created when people come together for a singular purpose but from
whose behaviour emerges a social atmosphere that fosters the sponta-
neous and serendipitous sharing of information” [2] Pettigrew’s theory
of Information Grounds was built upon Granovetter’s theory of “The
Strength of Weak Ties” [4] which suggests that any individual’s net-
work comprises weak ties (acquaintances) and strong ties (close family,
friends), but that weak ties are more useful sources of new information
because strong ties usually possess the same information as the indi-
vidual. In terms of social networks, this theory can be interpreted in the
following manner — broad and diverse networks with weak ties are a
richer source of new information than narrow and homogenous net-
works with just strong connections. IG theory can also be connected to
the theory of Third Place [5]; Ray Oldenburg, an urban sociologist pro-
posed the concept of the “third place” or so-called “hangouts at the
heart of the community”. Soukup [6] proposed that computer-mediated
communication is highly suitable for being considered a “third place”
in the contemporary world. However, the social engagement within the
online spaces does not usually provide deep emotional support, alt-
hough they expose individuals to a diversity of worldviews [7]. Alt-
hough rooted in Granovetter’s [4] and Oldenburg’s ideas [5], Counts
and Fisher [1] propose seven propositions of IG where they focus on
the information sharing aspect. They are:

¢ Information Grounds (IG) can occur anywhere, in any type of temporal set-
ting.

*  People meet at IGs for a primary purpose other than information sharing.

¢ Information Grounds attended by various communities play different roles in
information flow.

*  Social interaction is a primary activity at Information Grounds.

* Individuals participate in formal and informal information sharing.



*  People use information obtained at information grounds in alternative ways.
*  Many sub-contexts exist within information grounds and are based on peo-
ple’s perspectives.

Many researchers agree that information grounds can be virtual and
digital [3, 9] but Pilerot [10] found that there is no existing framework
demonstrating the connection of people, place, and information in in-
formation sharing and seeking activities. Such a study has potential to
offer us some new knowledge into digital and social media communi-
cation within both everyday and professional contexts.

3. Social Media as Information Grounds

Traditional physical information grounds such as office tea rooms, hair
salons and cafés facilitate people to come together physically for rea-
sons other than information exchange, but information exchange hap-
pens nevertheless, albeit in a dynamic and unplanned manner, although
it is restricted to the physical space and time and hence to the number
of participants that can be part of the communication [2, 3]. Instead,
social media platforms foster temporary virtual spaces and enable in-
formation grounds that can be accessed anytime, anywhere, and is not
restricted to the number of participants [1]. The openness, transparency,
and availability of social media has also helped users share, disseminate,
and find information in online spaces [11]. This element agrees with
proposition #1 of Counts and Fisher [1] that “information grounds can
occur anywhere, in any type of temporal setting and are predicated on
the presence of individuals™.

Mobile social media applications have also overcome the limi-
tations of mobile-device-based services, which were previously limited
to targeted communications and direct marketing [1] and did not aid
information discovery. Now, with increased mobile connectivity and
also geo-location services integrated with social media, serendipitous
information discovery is more common within social networks and this
accords well with IG propositions #2, #4, and #6.

Morris and Unsworth [12] found that social media technologies
have also helped academics develop social spaces and communicate
with fellow academics and students anytime and anywhere [13]. Thom-
as and Thomas [14] state that many academics prefer to engage in so-
cial media because it encourages their students to actively participate
and collaborate in discussions in a social manner, but where they can



also share educational information. Social media plays a similar role as
physical spaces for communication and collaboration purposes, and
online environment is local, unique, and accessible, which has trans-
formed traditional social network connections in developing a commu-
nity of experts [15]. Social media tools match proposition #2 in that
“people gather at information grounds for a primary, instrumental pur-
pose other than information sharing” and is relevant to proposition #4
in that “social interaction is a primary activity at information grounds
such that information is a by-product”. These findings show that virtual
spaces can be similar to information grounds, but there is no research
that maps this similarity (or the differences) through empirical research.
Additionally, virtual spaces may have additional dimensions of facili-
tating communication that could be revealed in this study.

Social media also enables professionals to develop a hub for a
specific target audience to disseminate information for serendipitous
discovery by others [16]. Fisher, et al., [3] also found that offline inter-
actions have significantly influenced the social interaction within the
online spaces, where the offline and online relationships overlap. This
element relates to proposition #5 as “Individuals participate in formal
and informal information sharing and information flow appears in
many directions” and as well as proposition #7 that “many sub-contexts
exist within information grounds and these are based on people’s per-
spectives and physical factors”. Social media platforms are unique and
focal, which enable users to foster collaboration, develop communities
of practice, and serendipitously discover useful information through
both strong and weak ties.

4. Implications for Digital Libraries

This work is part of a wider study of how IT professionals experience
social media for professional purposes, and is using online observations
of IT professionals on Twitter and interviewing them in order to map
out the connections between IG and social media. IT professionals,
along with information science and digital library experts (who often
work together on digital library projects) are often involved in design-
ing and building digital libraries. With social media becoming more
and more prolific and prevalent in our society it is important for us to
understand social media use on a conceptual level, for just like many
other online interfaces, digital libraries too can flourish and become



more integrated within communities if they can become information
grounds where people and information meet in cyberspace.

5. Conclusion

The key gap in our understanding of the social media phenomenon is
how it functions as a place despite being in cyberspace, along with an
understanding of how it is experienced by its participants. This paper
proposes that information grounds theory is a viable conceptual frame-
work for understanding how social media can be perceived as place.
The information grounds theory is a well-understood and validated the-
ory that is built upon research in physical spaces. It proposes the peo-
ple-information-place triad, which fits in with what online social media
facilitates. This calls for empirical research to understand and theorize
this phenomenon in a scholarly manner.
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