
Building the Forum: How Web Software Shapes Online Discourse and Collective Intelligence 

 In a 2009 interview for the popular blog ReadWriteWeb, Mark O'sullivan, the lead developer of 

the open source web forum software Vanilla, was asked if Web forums are still relevant in the era of 

the real-time-web of Facebook and Twitter. His response offers an important point of entry for 

understanding the under-explored implications of web forum software, “Do a Google search for 

anything. How many of those search results are from discussion forums?” When asked if the 

prevalence of discussion forum threads in search results had to do with a querk in page-rank, Google’s 

system for evaluating the relevance of pages in any given search, he responded “It has to do with 

people having real discussions and giving real answers.” Yes, he is defending the relevance of his 

product in the face of a range of social networking platforms. Still, his response is verifiable. In my 

own experience, I find myself in the middle of a threaded web forum discussion on nearly a daily basis. 

We consult this collective knowledge-base on a regular basis, but generally know little about the 

structures and systems in place which create it. In particular, we know little about the design decisions 

behind the forum software that enabled the communications we rely on for information. To be sure, the 

nature of Google’s search algorithm, page rank, and its approach to caching pages, each play important 

roles in this experience. However, the first step in the process involves the software tools that enable 

and shape our discourse online.  

The structure of the conversations that we engage in on online discussion boards, blogs, and 

other comment driven platforms are shaped by the Mark O’Sullivan’s of the world, the individuals that 

create, design, implement and hack on the software that makes the web a platform for community 

discussion, deliberation and dialog. In this study, I will document and explore how software 

developers, and individuals who implement and configure the software which supports online 

communities affect the nature of the discourse which occurs in those communities. My approach to this 

research is guided by work in the emerging humanistic field of research of software studies, a more 
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extensive tradition of research on technologies and infrastructure in the interdisciplinary field of 

science and technology studies, and research on distributed cognition that approaches tools as parts of 

cognitive systems. I will accomplish my research goals through analysis of how a range of how-to 

books targeted at people setting up software to create web communities and through an in depth case 

study based on records and documentation of the Vanilla Forums projects development.  

Forums are more than the content engines of the web. Web forums have increasingly been 

explored as contexts where young and old alike are developing valuable skills and knowledge. We 

learn to write, to create art, to give and receive criticism, and acquire a range of other skills and 

knowledge in these online spaces. Through extensive ethnographic fieldwork, Ito and others found 

significant numbers of young people engaged in these online communities supported by web forum 

software are “learning to navigate esoteric domains of knowledge and practice and participating in 

communities that traffic in these forms of expertise” (2009, p. 28). Work on fan fiction forums suggests 

that participants are developing as writers and in some cases using these communities to learn English 

as a second language (Black, 2005 & 2008), studies of videogame fan-forums (Squire & Giovanetto, 

2008; Duncan, 2010; Owens, 2010) suggest that young people are developing their abilities to interact 

with, critique and design video games. In light of this, it is all the more important that we begin to 

better understand the platforms that structure and enable participation in these communities.  

 

Conceptual Context 

To interpret the ways these software tools shape the learning and knowledge ecosystems that are 

emerging online. I contextualize this work in the emerging humanistic and historical field of research 

called software studies, work on distributed cognition in psychology and computer science, and an 

evolving academic and practitioner developed notion of collective intelligence. In this section, I will 

describe each of these bodies of work to make the case that we need integrative research on how 



software structures create highly contextualized settings where individual and collective 

intelligence are developed. 

Software Studies 

Our lives are increasingly shaped by software platforms. On a personal level, we find directions 

to dinner with Google Maps and find new books through Amazon’s recommendations. Beyond our 

personal experiences with software, we experience the effects of software in almost any situation, even 

as we wait in traffic for the lights to change those lights are being set and shifted by software. Over the 

last ten years, scholars in the humanities and social sciences have begun to explore the impact of these 

systems on our lives under the heading of software studies. 

 In Behind the Blip: Essays on the Culture of Software, cultural studies scholar Matthew Fuller 

argues that “each piece of software constructs a way of seeing, knowing, and doing in the world that at 

once contain a model of part of the world it ostensibly pertains to and that also shape it every time it is 

used.” (2003, p.19-20) Through analysis of a variety of software platforms he argues for an interpretive 

study of software that approaches the code of software and experience of using software as a kind of 

literary experience. Much of his work focuses on using methods from literary criticism to develop a 

kind of software criticism. Similarly, Lev Manovich’s work, The Language of New Media argued for a 

literary approach for interpreting software as a form of new media. According to Manovich “creating a 

work in new media can be understood as the construction of an interface to a database.” (2002, p.226) 

For Manovich, the interface, the database, and the algorithms that enable interaction represent new 

media forms which require the development of new modes of literary analysis. 

 While this idea of software as a kind of literary text had been developing, a different but 

complementary way of thinking about software was developing among those concerned with archival 

and preservation of digital media. Kenneth Thibodeau, Director of Electronic Records Programs at the 

National Archives and Records Administration, suggest that we think about digital objects as three 



things; physical objects (markings inscribed on a medium), logical objects (data as it is recorded and 

interpreted by particular processes, applications and software), and conceptual objects, the visual 

objects we perceive on the computer screen (graphical interfaces, rendered images, etc.) (2002). These 

distinctions help to remind us that there is a real material object to be examined in these cases, all 

software is physically inscribed on media. 

 Building from both of these perspectives, textual scholar Mathew Kirschenbaum has argued 

that it is critical to recognize software applications are deliberately built mechanisms with distinct parts 

and components and thus should be understood as artifacts (2008, p.206). These artifacts are in fact 

both formal and physical objects which are furthermore a kind of commodity. The production and 

dissemination of software leaves significant traces of in an array of objects. Kirschenbaum 

demonstrates that it is possible to explore the history and construction of software through historical 

forensic traces found in things like technical documents, discussions on list serves, and a range of 

similar historical documents as well as analysis of source code and actual analysis of the bits that the 

source code represents on the physical medium of a hardrive. The important implication of this 

approach is the value of interpreting software both as a physical and a formal object, the history of 

which is traceable through a range of historical records. 

 In sum, scholarship in software studies suggests the importance of thinking of software as a 

kind of text which can be read an interpreted and further as a kind of artifact whose creation leaves a 

range of historical traces. Those traces can be used in the same way a historian explores traces of the 

past visible in archival material. Now, beyond this idea of software as text and artifact it is also critical 

to recognize that software is also a very particular species of artifact which invites another tradition of 

interpretation. Software is infrastructure. Software is technology. In such a capacity, software invites 

interpretation in accordance with existing work in the history of technology and science and technology 

studies.  

Software Studies as Science and Technology Studies 



 Approaches to reading and exploring technologies in the emerging field of software studies are 

grounded in two perspectives. The interpretive tradition of humanities scholarship, of reading software 

as a new kind of literature open to criticism, has already been discussed. With that noted, the tradition 

of scholarship in the history, philosophy and sociology of science and technology offers another 

important vantage point. In this section, I first introduce a historical controversy related to interpreting 

a set of bridges in Long Island to articulate some of the important factors and potential pitfalls involved 

in interpreting technology which serves as infrastructure. After this discussion I open to a broader 

consideration of how the users, the technological artifact itself, and the designers of a given technology 

fit together in coherent way of understanding technologies. 

The Low Bridges of Robert Moses 

 One of the most often repeated and most often misinterpreted examples of the political 

implications of a particular technology involves a story about the creation of a set of a set of 200 

parkway overpasses built in Long Island in 1924. The bridges, created by Robert Moses, a figure 

responsible for much of the urban planning of New York City, are a key example in political scientist 

Langdon Winner’s essay, Do Artifacts have Politics? (1980). In Winner’s telling of the story, largely 

based on Robert Caro’s biography of Robert Moses, The Power Broker (1974), the creation of these 

bridges is a direct manifestation Robert Moses' racist views. 

In Winner’s version of this story “Robert Moses, the master builder of roads, parks, bridges, an 

other public works of the 1920s to the 1970s in New York, build his overpasses according to 

specifications that would discourage the presence of buses on his parkways.” (Winter, 1980, p. 128). 

This story, frequently retold as an example of the politics of technology, generally focuses on the fact 

that even to this day the height of these bridges continues to make it impossible for buses to allow those 

who need to use public transportation to reach these Long Island beaches. 



Steve Woolgar attacks this interpretation, “which attempt to reveal the outcome of the 

technology.” His principal criticism of this story is that it attempts to tell us what the technology does 

in a straightforward matter-of-fact way, when the implications of this kind of infrastructure are always 

complicated and multifaceted. Bernward Joerges refers this as a problematic case for the idea that 

artifacts have politics. This particular notion involves the idea that “someone wills a specific social 

state, and then suitably transfers this intention into an artifact.” (1999, p.412) 

As Joerges documents in his response, Do Politics Have Artefacts, there are two primary 

problems with this story. First, the story supposes that there were not sufficient alternative routes that 

buses could take to get to the beaches in Long Island. The principal problem with this claim is that 

Robert Moses had himself been involved in the creation of the Long Island Expressway which could 

have provided bus access to those beaches. Second, the story requires us to believe that Moses had 

violated the norms of bridge building in making these bridges particularly low. Here, the problem is 

that commercial traffic was prohibited on any and all US parkways. In fact, “there was just one 

exception to this rule: only on Memorial Parkway, leading from Washington, DC, to the Washington 

monument on Mount Vernon, could buses run- but only after protracted and heated debates” (p.423) 

 In the end, the bridges of Robert Moses are an important cautionary tale in the interpretation of 

the politics, or more general social implication of technologies and infrastructure. First, the 

seductiveness of the story suggest that one need be wary of drawing out the implications of a particular 

technology. With that noted, there is a broader point about the politics of artifacts. That we should think 

of the bridges, and technologies more broadly as 

media which tell something to those capable of reading and listening. Like all texts, everyone 

may read them differently: buildings must and can be read anew all the time. Authorial 

intentions (that is, designer's purposes) sometimes play a role in this, but usually a peculiarly 

indeterminate one. In a highly contingent process, many many others will decide over and over 

again which meanings and uses are inscribed into built spaces. (p.427) 

 



With this said, it is important to note that in the language of ecological psychology (Gibson, 1977), the 

bridges do in fact afford a limited set of interpretations. That is, the height of the bridges do in fact 

make it impossible for the New York’s transit authority to begin running bus trips down the parkway. 

Now, this is not because Robert Moses wanted the bridges to do this. Instead, due to a range of factors 

involving the practices for planning these parkways they were created in such a way which locks out 

the possibility of buses using them. 

 For the case of understanding software like the Vanilla forums, or any of the software tools 

which are discussed in the how-to books, what matters here is that ascribing the intentions of software 

developers into implications of their designs is likely to result in flawed interpretations. The designers 

and developers are not in a position to control how their software is used, instead they are enabling a 

set of features that can be used in a number of different ways. With that said, it is important to 

recognize that the ideas of these developers, the individuals that deploy the software to create their 

forums, and the end users are all important elements in the creation of the social and cognitive 

implications of the software. 

How users matter 

 Users matter in software systems. In the 80s, historians of technology Pinch and Bijker drew 

attention to the users of any given technology through an approach they called the social construction 

of technology (1984). The key concept in this work was that different individual users were able to 

construct radically different ideas about what a specific technology could or should be used for. Bijker 

made the relationship between users and designers of a particular technology more explicit with his 

idea of the technological frame. In this conception, the users and designers are thought to negotiate and 

then agree to a particular interpretive frame for understanding the use and value of a given technology. 

Like much of the work on “social construction” this approach lacks enough emphasis on the extent to 

which the physical properties of designed objects play an important role in interpreting them. (Hacking, 

1999) 



In contrast to this approach, Steve Woolgar took treated the technological artifact as a text 

which an individual user could read and interpret. While this might sound very similar to the social 

construction perspective, it is important to note that Woolgar focused on the idea that designers as 

authors were deeply involved in “encoding” particular meanings and uses into technologies. With this 

noted, focusing on “encoding” can yet again lead to ceding too much authorial intent into the process of 

reading these machines as text. It is important to recognize that users are also involved in a process of 

“decoding” the text (Mackay et al. 2000). In a slightly different fashion, the relationship between users 

and designers has also been conceived as similar to a film script:  “like a film script, technical objects 

define a framework of action together with the actors and the space in which they are supposed to act” 

(Akrich, 1992, p208). Collectively these approaches suggest the need to focus on the objects and 

artifacts themselves, the ways users, policy makers, and promoters interpret those objects and the 

intentions and thoughts of the designers involved in creating them. 

Cognitive Systems and Cognitive Niches 

 Beyond thinking about these technologies from the perspectives developed in software studies 

and science and technology studies, these software platforms play a role as cognitive systems. In this 

section, I first establish the importance of thinking about cognition as something larger than an 

individual, as a distributed property of systems. This suggests the need to think about the technical 

decisions about web forums and other ideas about technical systems for facilitating community 

interactions on the web as cognitive systems. I then describe the notion of cultural tools, which focuses 

on the extent to which the tools we use tend to be, as Vygotsky suggests, turned inward as actual means 

for our own thought. Drawing on Lakoff’s ideas about the critical value of metaphor for thinking about 

thought, this section suggests the need to focus on the metaphors like “forum” and “bulletin board” 

which are used in these spaces. Lastly, I consider Clark’s idea of cognitive niche construction, which 

suggests the need to conceptualize these systems as extensive feedback loops wherein the ideas of 

individuals at each stage of the cycle, from users, to engineers to designers are producing feedback 



which one should look for rippling throughout the system. This is to say that there are no “consumers” 

in this kind of system and that the ideas and metaphors that each user, designer and engineer involved 

in the creation of systems, like web forums, each play a critical role in the development use and ways 

in which those systems enable and support particular modes of thinking and action. 

Distributed Cognition 

 In How a Cockpit Remembers its Speed, cognitive anthropologist Edwin Hutchins makes a 

compelling case for thinking about cognitive systems as something larger than individuals. By 

recounting in detail all of the information that is processed between the individual pilot and the 

technology in the cockpit he carefully documents the extent to which the system of the pilot plus the 

tools is acting as a cognitive whole (1995a). In a much more extensive study of ship navigation, 

Hutchins documents how the ship as a technological artifact can best be thought of as a cognitive 

network. In this case, it is not simply an individual and a tool, like the cockpit, but it is a network of 

individuals using different components of the ship to enable collective action and decision making 

(1995b). Both cases suggest the value for thinking about cognitive systems as something larger than 

individuals, further detailed examples of this kind of approach will help specify its potential value for 

understanding key components to look for in the structure and design of communication technologies 

like web forums. 

 Many individuals chafe at the idea that cognition could be understood as a property that exists 

outside an individual. For many, cognition is fundamentally a feature of individuals. A detailed and less 

complex technological example will help to articulate exactly what is being argued. For this case, I will 

briefly present an example offered by educational psychologist Roy Pea of two ways to measure the 

diameter of a tree. With a conventional measuring tape, a forest ranger would follow the following 6 

cognitive and physical steps: 

1. Measure the circumference of the tree (6 feet); 

2. Remember that the diameter is related to the circumference of an object according to the 

formula circumference/diameter equals 22/ z (or pi); 



3. Set up the formula, replacing the variable circumference with the value of 6 feet; 

4. Cross-multiply, getting 22 (diameter-unknown ) = 42 

5. Isolate the diameter by dividing 22, obtaining 42/22 

6. Reduce the fraction 42/22 1.9 feet (Pea, 1997, p. 70) 

 

After completing this process, the ranger has thought through the work required to come to the 

conclusion. Now consider the same ranger using a different measuring tape, one where the “numbers 

have been scaled so that the algorithm for these calculations is built into the tool” (Pea, 1997, p. 70). In 

this situation the ranger simply wraps the tape around the tree and reads off the correct measurement, 

1.9-foot diameter. Beyond simply augmenting or enhancing the process of thinking, this tool has 

fundamentally transformed it. One would not say that the tool is thinking, but it has embedded inside it 

a set of algorithms which allow its user direct access to answer a specific question without even 

understanding the processes required to otherwise answer the question. If one wants to hold on to the 

essence of cognition as only something that happens in an individual, somehow tied up in our notions 

of agency, one can do so. However, the example of the measuring tape, the cockpit, and the ship each 

illustrate that many of the important features of cognitive systems are in fact embedded in our tools and 

our environments. Taking this a step further, the act of thought, of cognition, in the case of these three 

examples is not simply between the individuals and their tools, but also a interaction with the designers, 

the engineers who created these tools. It is not simply that these individuals have found objects to 

accomplish these goals, but that the designers of theses artifacts work in creating them can similarly be 

understood as a element in the cognitive act. 

Cultural Tools 

 It is worth pausing a moment to explore the unease which many find in the idea that cognition 

and thought might better be understood as properties of system as opposed to things that happen inside 

our heads. As Lakoff suggests, one of the most fundamental western metaphors for the mind is that of a 

container. “Via metaphor, the mind is given an inside and an outside.” Lakoff notes that this idea of the 

mind as a container is so fundamental to western thought that “it is hard to think about the mind in any 
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other way” (1999, p. 266). Important to this particular line of thinking is that technologies are often 

used as metaphors for the mind itself. The mind as a calculator, or a switchboard, or a set of gears. 

 This completely internal mind is not the only way in which cultures understand the mind. For 

example, a popular metaphor for the mind in Korea focuses on the role of the environment as the 

central force. In this case the mind is conceptualized as a white root. If the white root is planted in red 

soil it turns red. If it is planted in green soil it turns green. In this case, the surrounding soil is the 

element that makes the largest difference in the color of the plant (Plaut & Markus, 2005). In Japan the 

mind is frequently conceptualized as a willow that grows and matures over time (Ohnuki-Tierney, 

1993). It is clear from these cultural perspectives that the idea of mind as internal is cultural. By 

acknowledging the critical role of the surrounding environment these other cultural perspectives 

provide a way to think about intelligence on different terms. Importantly, the story of the development 

of the western idea of intelligence demonstrates the that the rational individual, the protagonist of 

Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, was borrowed as the starting point for creating modern psychology 

(Danziger, 1997). 

The idea of mind as environmental phenomena has resonance with several different kinds of 

psychology. For example, Mead’s notion that the mind emerges from social phenomena demonstrates a 

path which western psychology might have developed along as an alternative to the primarily internal 

story which western psychology developed along (1934). While Mead’s work was not substantively 

explored in the west, a similar line of thinking was explored deeply in the work of soviet psychology, 

first and foremost in the work of Vygotsky. 

Aside from understanding that the idea of cognition as a internal process has no special place as 

a objective idea and is in fact just one of many historical ideas for thinking about the mind, this line of 

thinking also highlights the fact not only can we think about tools as expanding our idea of what 

cognition, but further, that our ways of conceptualizing the mind are also in fact derived from our tools. 

This is to say that, as Lakoff suggests, the metaphors for thought are themselves derived from tools 



(mind as calculator, mind as clock, mind as computer, mind as a library). Accepting the lesson from 

distributed cognition, that larger systems should be understood as cognitive this leads to the idea that 

the metaphors used to describe online community platforms are themselves important objects of study. 

For example, thinking of software as creating a “forum” or a “bulletin board” brings with it a particular 

set of ideas about deliberation and communication. Similarly, terms like “knowledge base” (mixing the 

idea of knowledge with the idea of a database, often used to describe some forum software). This 

suggests that a study of these kinds of tools should attend not only to the tools themselves but also to 

the metaphors employed in describing and creating the “script” by which a particular tool is understood 

and used. 

This entire line of thinking is largely in debt to the work of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky. 

It is worth returning to his ideas to inform this approach. For Vygotsky, “The internalization of 

culturally produced sign systems brings about behavioral transformations” (Cole, et al. in Vygotsky, 

1934/1978 p. 8). In this view language was created and is first used by individuals as a tool to 

communicate with others. Language is then is turned inward as a tool for thinking for individuals. This 

provides a means for thinking about thought on Mead’s terms, as mental conversation with a 

generalized other (1934). From this perspective a range of culturally produced and sustained tools 

mediate thought. One of the important conceptions here is a very broad idea of tool, or technology. In 

this case technologies and tools are not simply artifacts, but are also symbolic systems like mathematics 

and language. 

Psychologist James V. Wertsch has further explored Vygotsky’s notions in the development of 

the notion of "mediated action" as the unit of analysis to for studying cognition. He describes this as 

being the dialectic between agent and instrument. This enhances the studies in human cognition 

because, according to Wertsch, the field has suffered by over-emphasizing an isolated agent. The "way 

to go beyond this is to recognize the role played by "mediational means" or "cultural tools" (terms I use 

interchangeably) in human action" (1998, p.17). 



To illustrate this idea, Wertsch uses an example of multiplying 343 x 822. To solve this 

problem, most people will use the typical technique of multiplying digits one-at-a-time and staggering 

them in a column, adding all of those products, and using that sum as the final answer. "A seemingly 

slight change in how the problem is written out seems to make our ability to multiply disappear" (p. 29) 

A mediated action perspective means that the spacial organization (or syntax) of the numbers is an 

essential part of this mathematics arrangement (which Wertsch contends is a cultural tool) that is 

necessary for us to be able to solve this type of problem. "We might be unaware of how or why this 

syntax should work, and we might have no idea about how it emerged in the history of mathematical 

thought. In this sense, we are unreflective, if not ignorant, consumers of a cultural tool" (p.29). The 

important thread in this case is that not only are the tools and other individuals we engage with part of 

cognitive systems, but further, those systems can be perceived as the basis of our own internal thought 

processes. As a result of this view, it is important for a study of these communications tools, like web 

forum ssoftware,should also look for the extent to which new technologies are themselves being 

internalized as cultural tools. 

Cognitive Niche Construction 

Having accepted the idea of cognition and thought as elements in systems that extend beyond 

the individual it is valuable to consider one last set of examples of this line of reasoning. Cognitive 

philosopher Andy Clark draws attention to the idea of cognitive niche construction, a term he builds off 

of the evolutionary biology notion of environmental niche construction. Niche construction refers to 

"varying degrees, organisms chose their own habitats, mates, and resources and construct important 

components of their local environments such as nest, holes, burrows, paths, webs, dams, and chemical 

environments." (2008, p.131) In each of these cases, animals behavior has altered their environment, 

and those alterations then become the basis for further adaptation. One of the primary examples of this 

is the spider's web. "The existence of the web modifies the sources of natural selection within the 

spider's selective niche, allowing subsequent selection for web-based forms of camouflage and 



communication." (Clark, 2008, p.61) The spider’s web is interesting as an example of an individual 

organism and its tools, but beyond this the example of a beaver’s dam brings in far more complexity. 

Dams are created and inhabited by a collective group of individual beavers and further, are extended 

over time, outliving the lives of the individual beavers who occupy them. Further, beavers adapt to the 

niche which the beavers before them had created and the altered physical landscape which that dam has 

produced. What matters for Clark in this case is that "niche-construction activity leads to new feedback 

cycles." (2008, p.62). 

The cognitive systems we create: the cockpit, the ship, the ranger measuring the tree, web 

forum software, Google’s search algorithms, can each be thought of as creating cognitive niches each 

generating feedback cycles. The user of a particular piece of software, the designer, the engineers, the 

person who deploys it, are each nodes in a network of activity and feedback that continues to shape the 

niche. 

Collective Intelligence In Action 

 Beyond being distributed, a body of work has emerged to suggest of thinking about intelligence 

as collective. In Collective Intelligence (1997) Pierre Lévy offered a vision of the kinds of changes the 

Internet would bring to culture and commodities. He suggested “The distinctions between authors and 

readers, producers and spectators, creators and interpreters will blend to form a reading-writing 

continuum, which will extend from machine and network designers to the ultimate recipient each 

helping to sustain the activity of others.” (1997, p.121) What is particularly important about this 

theoretical perspective is that unlike the others discussed so far, this theory is being actively used by 

those who are developing for the web. 

 In Programming for Collective Intelligence, a 2008 technical book, Toby Segaran explains 

Wikipedia and Google’s search algorithms as examples of how to build tools that take for granted and 

make use of the collective intelligence exposed on the web. The idea of collective intelligence, the idea 

that the web enables the creation of expansive stores of knowledge that can be used to help filter, sort, 



and provide information to all of us, can be understood as a subset of the notion of distributed 

cognition. In this case, the expansive online networks are understood as a kind of extensive external 

memory. Similarly, collective intelligence includes some of the notion of actor network theory, in 

which this collective body of knowledge is made usable between various actants in the network. 

However, the idea of collective intelligence is not particularly interesting as an analytic lens, instead it 

is of primary interest in the way the notion manifests itself as a working theory in the mind of the 

developers. In this case, the fact that collective intelligence is being used by developers is important 

because it represents the extent to which this idea is shaping and is a part of their mindset. Returning to 

Mike O’Sullavin’s comments about the relevance of the Vanilla forums project. When asked to defend 

his work, knowing it or not, he had mobilized a defense of his work grounded in the idea of collective 

intelligence. That the software he was creating was what powered the ability for us all to find answers 

to our questions through Google.  

The structure of the systems that facilitate the creation of this collective intelligence are 

designed explicitly to shape the communication that creates that knowledge, this is not to say that those 

designs don't come with extensive unintended consequences as well. Situating this project in work on 

software studies helps suggest ways to examine the software, and the process of creating that software 

as artifacts and texts for analysis. Similarly, work in science and technology studies suggests the value 

of approaching this kind of communications technology as infrastructure, while simultaneously 

offering a set of cautionary tales for interpreting the relationships between the ideas of what a given 

technology does and the effects of those ideas. Finally, work on distributed cognition similarly focuses 

analysis on the way technology is embedded in a network of individuals and tools that enable particular 

kinds of thinking. Together these perspectives suggest the value of analyzing and contextualizing 

software and various texts related to the creation of that software both to understand these objects and 

begin to understand the way these tools are being constructed and created to achieve particular ideas of 

online community.  



Research Objective 

 The goal of this project is to document and explore how developers and implementers of the 

software that under-girds online communities affect the nature of the discourse which occurs in those 

communities. I will focus on the development of web forum software in particular, but may also 

explore related software projects. Recognizing that the ideas of developers and implementers have 

about users are not directly embedded in the software they create and set up, I will need to analyze the 

software’s effects beyond simply documenting developer’s and implementers thoughts about end users 

users. I take a historical perspective, examining documentary evidence and looking for the 

development of these ideas over time. 

 The goal of this historical approach is to explore the ways developers and implementers of this 

software have thought about users’ behaviors and designed their systems to promote and dissuade 

specific behaviors. This work can serve as a basis to understand the role decisions about these 

platforms play in shaping the kinds of community interactions people studying informal learning in 

online communities. 

Identifying Actors for Analysis 

 Before discussing my source material and  analytic approach to that material I will describe the 

different categories of actors I am considering for analysis. 

Developers: The individuals involved in designing and creating the software that under-girds 

online communities. I am particularly interested in the goals of the developers. This 

would include what they think their software does, why they believe their software is 

important, how they defend the value of their software. 

Implementers: As opposed to developers, implementers are the individuals who install the 

software and modify it for their own uses to support particular online communities. In 

many ways I suspect them to be some of the most important in this system. They also 
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communicate with developers as they are the primary points of contact between the 

creation of the software and its ultimate use by end users.  

Boosters: In addition to developers and implementers there is a large category of  individuals 

that promote the tools and particular online communities. Much of their work is 

recorded in documents like guide books or articles about particular communities. I am 

interested in this group as a kind of intermediary between the developers and the 

implementers. In this case, the guide books that the boosters write are a valuable point of 

entry for understanding the tactics and approaches of developers and implementers. 

End Users: End users represent the individuals participating in the communities that are 

supported by the software which was developed by the developers and implemented by 

the implementers. The end users are the individuals who are the primary subjects of 

work on learning in online communities. These are the individuals featured in many 

studies of the value of participating in any number of online communities. For the sake 

of this study, I am not particularly interested in these end users in themselves, but 

instead interested in the idea of the end users that appear in the work of the boosters, 

implementers and developers. This is to say, I am interested in developers, implementers 

and boosters theories of end users. Specifically, how the developers, implementers and 

boosters discuss the motivations, goals, and decides of end users. 

 

Source Material 

The project will explore the relationship between these different actors through analysis of a range of 

source materials related to two analytical contexts.  

 How-to Materials: The first set of materials I will examine includes practical, technical, and 

professional literature about running web forums, setting up web communities and configuring the 

software. These sets of materials represent a rich body of materials, written by boosters for 
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implementers and a secondary intended audience of developers. In this case I will be looking at books 

from the early 90s to the present. A preliminary search of these materials suggests that they are 

abundant. I will have no trouble gathering together anywhere between 20-30 books. This will include 

books about setting up particular web forum software (ex. vBullitan, PHPbb) books more broadly about 

the design of community websites, and books about the commercial use of these kinds of tools (For 

example texts in this genre see Appendix X). Taking a historical approach to these texts will allow me 

to identify important ideas that have remained constant and document the change and emergence of 

new ideas over time.  

 All told, this set of books is a substantial body of text which will require a substantive amount 

of weeding through for particularly relevant sections for detailed analysis. I will be particularly 

interested in exploring how these books construct end users, for example how they describe the motives 

and goals of end users. After preliminary analysis of  a few of the books I intend to examine, I have 

found the books to include anecdotes that describe particular instances where a given feature either 

provided the results the author had expected or how they had to alter their work in light of unexpected 

ways end users were using or abusing their software. These anecdotes will be a focal point of analysis. 

Lastly, I will be particularly interested in the kinds of metaphors and conceptual ideas that they use to 

describe the sites. What constitutes “community” in these texts? What neologisms do they invoke and 

how do they define them (things like trolling, flaming, thread-jacking, bumping, etc.) What metaphors 

do they use to describe interaction? This will include terms like “forum” “bulletin board” references to 

“talking around the dinner table” references to public debate, etc.  

 I will use this set of texts as a jumping off point to explore other particularly 

interesting  examples referenced in the texts. In these cases I may explore presentations, documents, 

reviews of the software, as well as reviews of the books themselves as additional materials to explore 

the ideas that emerge from these texts.  

 Vanilla Forums Case Study: In conjunction with the broad analysis of these texts I will engage 
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in a detailed exploration of a particular case study to document the interactions between developers and 

implementers in a particular project. This will involve a case study of the open source forum software 

Vanilla discussed in the beginning of this proposal.. Vanilla is an open source software project 

dedicated to making a more “simple and modern” kind of web forum software. The project started in 

2005, and is under continued, active development. Discussions about the software in 2005 are loaded 

with latent and explicit theories of the self and theories of community that were being designed into 

this software. Arguments between developers and implementers about how this particular software 

should work frequently bring up comparisons to other kinds of forum software that are themselves 

loaded with ideologies about forum users’ motivations and the kinds of communities that emerge in 

relation to the different kinds of features built into different kinds of forum software.  

 Vanilla is particularly interesting because as an open source project conversations about the 

software are largely available publicly. Further, because it has a plug-in based architecture there are a 

wealth of ad-ons developed by third parties that extend the functionality of the software to enable 

different kinds of interactions. Through a case study of the development of this software as documented 

in its’ forums, extant interviews with its developers, and when relevant, consulting the software's actual 

source code, I will explore how the big picture ideas that emerge in the guidebook literature interact 

with the actual practices of this particular set of developers.  

 While not necessarily the most widely used, Vanilla’s particular development aims and its users 

commitment to the value of “simplicity” end up focusing discussions in the community around 

identifying what the most “simple,” or the most necessary, elements of the software are for sustaining 

web communities. Using the software's documentation and discussions between developers I intend to 

document the various psychological and social notions of users embedded in different stances for 

arguments of how the software should work. From there, I intend to present these arguments and 

discussions to members who participated in the forum for their own reflections, now 5-6 years out, to 

invite them to explain what they thought then and how their ideas have since developed as in the 
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intervening years many of the web trends focusing on platforms to support communities have 

blossomed into a diverse array of features and functionality. 

The Vanilla forums include far too large a body of content to deeply engage with. To identify 

relevant threads for analysis  I will start with targeted searches for threads that discuss specific features 

that are identified as particularly important from my own experience with the software (signatures, 

displaying post-count, including ranks, displaying avatars) and the key features that emerge from 

analysis of the how-to guides. I will also specifically search for threads that involve discussions of 

alternative software (vBuiltin, PHPbb, etc) as these frequently prompt comparative statements about 

why one is better than the other. 

 Along with analysis of the documentary record of Vanilla, I will engage in a small set of open 

ended interviews followed by focused interpretive interviews with Vanilla developers. The goal of the 

open ended interviews will be to elicit stories of the project, how it began, challenges, etc. This 

material will provide a space to see if the parts of their history I believe are particularly relevant appear 

in their own general prompting about the community. The interpretive interviews will focus on me 

providing the developers with specific key statements from the forums which I will ask them to 

interpret, both in terms of what the comments meant at the time and their reflections on those 

comments now. The goal of these interpretive parts is to serve both as a kind of member check, and as 

a additional vector of analysis for what community members think about these design decisions. 

 

Analytic Focus and Approach 

In both the how-to literature and the case study I will be focusing on a  related set of features. In each 

case, the historical approach suggests the possibility for change over time, so each of these focuses will 

include consideration of what remains consistent and what changes. Further, each of these analytic foci 

are understood as documenting elements in the network of actors.  
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Concepts and Metaphor: Identifying exactly what community means in these cases. Focusing 

on consideration of how particular neologisms are mobilized and the kinds of metaphors 

that are used to describe interaction in online communities.  

Encoding Meaning: Looking for moments when developers make arguments for a particular 

feature or kind of functionality to encode their own ideas about how online communities 

should work in their design decisions.  

Decoding Meaning: Looking for moments when boosters or implementers derive ideas about 

what a particular feature says about community and users.  

Theories of End Users: Documenting moments when implementers and developers describe 

what the end users want and how they should conduct their work to satisfy those end 

users or get those end users to do what the implementer developer or booster wants. 

Further, identifying different kinds of end users, those who abuse the system, those who 

police it, etc and how the ascribed motivations of these users differ by group.  

 

Step by Step Research Timeline 

1 Collecting Information from the how-to books: I will read though 10-20 of these how-to 

books. I have already given a preliminary read of several of the books and identified a few key 

sections of these books. These include a) stories about specific tactics implementers can use to 

effect interactions with end users, b) definitions and statements about end users, and metaphors 

about the communities these tools create c) how they authors open and justify their work in 

definitions of community) 

a Stories of Implementation: The instances where authors tell detailed examples of 

instances when they implemented a specific technical solution and describe the results. 

As a first step I will pull together all of the stories like this that occur within the texts. 
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b Definitions of users and interactions Along with this, I will record the moments when 

the books describe end users and metaphors about the interactions these tools create. 

This will include a focus on types of users (spammers, moderators, people seeking 

answers). In each case I will try to capture any information about ascribed motivations 

and goals of these users as well. For interactions I will be looking for things like, 

answering questions, providing support or feedback or criticism. These will be small 

brief statements that I will I will catalog in a database. 

c Defining community and justifying the texts: The last point I will focus on in these 

texts is how they open. So far, it looks like the authors of these books feel a need to 

define what they mean by community at the opening of many of these books. I will keep 

a record of these “opening” tactics, that is how they define and justify the value of 

online communities. 

2 Collecting any additional kinds of information from the books: Along with identifying and 

collecting these three things from the books I will also be reading these books with an open 

mind for additional categories of content in them which might warrant further comparative 

analysis given my conceptual context and research interests. If I find other kinds of information 

I want to gather I will simply return to the books I have already worked through and gather that 

information there as well. 

3 Analysing the information collected from the books: I will engage in the following kinds of 

analysis for each of the individual types of information collected 

a Stories of implementation: These stories are likely to be between a few paragraphs to 

several pages. For these stories I will start by identifying key information about each 

story. This will include, which actors perform which actions. What role does the 

technical implementation play in the story? What is the moral of the story that the author 

is trying to communicate? Lastly, I will work to develop some general categorical 



descriptions of these tactics. I will not use a set of apriori categories, but  will instead 

focus on emergent themes that describe the relationship between the implementer, the 

user and the technology. This may include focusing on things like if deception is 

present, if the technique is used with an idea that the tool needs to be “idiot” proof, is the 

goal of this technique to automate a process that the implementer would need to 

otherwise engage in. In each case I will create a concept map which includes the 

implementer, the technology, and the end user and identify the relationships between the 

three according to the story. I will then try to categorize the concept maps 

b Definitions of users and interactions: These definitions and descriptions of 

interactions are likely to be short statements. In the case of users, I will be primarily 

interested in identifying all of the kinds of users each text identifies (ie. spammers, 

moderators, leachers, etc.) and I will then identify the qualities associated with these 

types of users (this might include things like lazy, dedicated, rare, common, smart, 

dumb, kind, malicious, etc). For the data collected on the nature of interactions I will 

again attempt to categorize them and I will also try to isolate what kinds of users are 

implicated in different kinds of interactions. For each text I will create a concept map of 

the constellation of kinds of users, their ascribed motivations and the nature of their 

interactions. I will then compare the concept maps that emerge from this activity to see 

the commonalities that emerge and to note the differences that may emerge over time 

and across books written for slightly different audiences (ex. technical audiences, 

marketing audiences) 

c Opening rhetorical tactics and definitions of community: In these cases I will be 

interested in establishing the warrants for the books, which from my preliminary 

analysis often involves defining things about the importance of online communities on a 

range of grounds. This might include the potential market and money to be made, the 



potential for helping people, the value of openness etc. For each of the books I will work 

to identify the warrant they establish for the book, this is generally found in the 

beginning of each text. I will then attempt to categorize those warrants. From there I will 

isolate the working definitions that each book uses for “community.” From preliminary 

review this often involves a set of metaphors for things like “dinner table conversation,” 

appeals to ideas like “imagined communities” with references to groups of people who 

may have never met but share common values, or references to political debates, or 

town-hall meetings, watter cooler conversations etc. I will compile tables of this data for 

each book and then examine the tables for change over time and changes based on 

books written for different audiences. 

4 Writing  up a report on the findings from the books: At this point I will put together a 

research report based on the findings of my research on the books. This will likely be something 

that can stand as its own research paper, but it will also establish the big picture framework 

which I will in turn apply to my work putting together a case study of the Vanilla forums 

project. At this point I will likely revise some of my plans for my study of the Vanilla forums in 

keeping with the findings of my exploration of the how-to literature. 

5 Collecting data from the Vanilla forums forums for analysis: The vanilla forums project 

uses an instance of the software as a web presence where implementers interact with the 

projects developers to discuss new features and plug-ins they would like to see. I will start by 

collecting a set of discussion threads which I will then analyse. The results from my findings on 

the books will provide some ideas for criteria for including discussion threads, but I already 

know that a few kinds of threads are likely to produce interesting. I will start with targeted 

searches for threads that discuss specific features that are identified as particularly important 

from my own experience with the software (signatures, displaying post-count, including ranks, 

displaying avatars) and the key features that emerge from analysis of the how-to guides. I will 



also specifically search for threads that involve discussions of alternative software (vBuiltin, 

PHPbb, etc) as these frequently prompt comparative statements about why one is better than the 

other. The forums are going to contain far more content than one could possibly analyse. I will 

plan to gather together between 10-30 discussion threads for analysis. 

6 Analysis of Forum Discussions: For each discussion thread I will identify the stance that each 

poster is taking in the thread in relationship to the specific questions the thread is based on. I 

will be looking for the same issues I looked for in the how-to literature. What kinds of end users 

are they discussing? How does a given feature under discussion enable or dissuade specific 

kinds of behavior based on specific ideas and assumptions about what end users want or how 

end users work. I will work through each discussion thread in this fashion. 

7 Identify Vanilla community members from these threads for member checks: Based on my 

analysis of the forums I will identify members from these communities for me to contact for 

member checks. 

8 Email interview/member checks with Vanilla community members. At this point I will 

contact the Vanilla community members I identified. I will ask them to provide their own 

interpretations of sections from the discussion threads that I think are particularly important and 

which I intend to feature in my report. I will be including both sections that they were involved 

in discussion and sections of conversations they were involved in. After discussing their 

interpretations of these threads I will offer how I have been interpreting them and invite them to 

critique or comment on my views. 

9 Write report on Vanilla Forums: At this point I will write a report on my analysis of the 

forums and the member checks. I will ground the report in the categorical work I conducted in 

the how-to books and focus on exploring the extent to which similar and different theories of 

users and types of users emerge in each context and the extent to which the ideas about 

community are shared or different. 



 

Epistemic Stance and Methodological Framework 

 This project is primarily influenced by the methods and practices of historical research. In practice this 

results hybrid between hermeneutic interpretive work with an abiding respect for the kind of reality 

recognized in the pragmatism of Dewey, James and Peirce. In keeping with traditions in historical 

research this research project is primarily focused on interpreting, or reading artifacts and documents as 

texts. These texts include forum software, guidebooks, and messages on forum posts. This primary 

material is supplemented through interviews, to invite the storytelling and interpretations of individuals 

involved in the creation of these artifacts. These interviews become additional texts for analysis.  

History is Historical and Empirical 

 Historians recognize that the questions they ask and the answers they find are inextricably as much 

about the past as they are of the present. The questions, the sources, the approaches and the theories a 

historian makes use of all bear the imprint of their times. This is not to say that historians are 

fundamentally relativists. Historical research takes a strong stance about the existence of a objective 

real world which we each work to make sense of. In this respect, historical research is deeply empirical, 

with the objective of finding traces of the past, traces of values and concepts, making interpretations of 

those objects and texts and then testing the ideas and theories for what has changed over time against 

additional historical records.  

Pragmatism and Semiotics 

My perspective is informed by Umberto Eco’s approaches to semiotics, which are themselves 

built from Charles Sanders Pierce’s approach to Pragmatism. This approach is further grounded in 

Dewey’s ideas about the primacy of experience. Our experience of the world, the ways in which we 

create knowledge are fundamentally limited, in a very real way, by the fact that the tools we use for 

thought, the concepts we frame our thoughts in are themselves generated out of history. We can take 

this as a particularly potent formulation of the fact that all our knowledge is generated from experience, 
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mediated by the way existing questions have been framed, and subject to a series of social systems that 

authorize, evaluate, and legitimize that knowledge. In this kind of interpretive perspective pragmatic 

thought is often misunderstood as deeply subjectivist. Much of the problems in this case are part of 

misunderstanding what a pragmatist means when they say “truth is what works.” 

 The notion that truth is “what works” has, and continues, to be misunderstood. For Pierce, 

“what works” was never about what worked for him, it was always about something bigger. Reality 

asserts itself in the world of pragmatism in the same way a wall asserts itself in my ability to run 

through it. No matter how hard I try to interpret a wall as something I can walk straight through; reality 

resists that interpretation through a rather painful experience. Umberto Eco makes just such an 

argument in Kant and the Platypus. In this perspective, the adherent to semiotics, or to hermeneutics 

must acknowledge that while we may always be left with interpretations, there are in fact good and bad 

interpretations. The ability to evaluate the “goodness” of an interpretation already presupposes the 

existence of an objective reality. The objects of our physical world actively resist our ability to interpret 

them in any way we like. In the words of Habermas “reality imposes restrictions” on the kinds of 

interpretations one can make. 

 While reality does assert itself, as a wall we run into, or a foot we trip over, this is not to say 

that anyone, or any method, can provide a exhaustive grasp on it. Pierce is right in suggesting that the 

questions we ask, the way we ask them, the words we use, our culture, all bring with them baggage that 

asserts problems in the interpretation of reality. In this respect it is worth asking what exactly we are 

asserting reality is, and other than tripping us up, how do we engage with it? For this we rely 

extensively on John Dewey’s articulation of what he called “naive relativism,” 

Dewey and the Primacy of Experience 

As evidenced by his choices of titles in his later works, including Experience and Nature and 

Experience and Education, Dewey became enamored with a particular notion of experience in his later 



life. Experience, the individual, contextual moments where we interact with the world and each other, 

has primacy as reality. In this view, the most realist thing one can experience is not the universality of 

gravity but the individuality of dropping a ball. For Dewey, this could be understood as naive realism, 

or common-sense realism. It is simply the notion that our everyday experience is the fundamental basis 

for all claims about reality (Dewey, 1916). The view is sometimes referred to as direct realism. The 

individuality of direct experience could then be weighted against the collective body of our direct 

experience. 

Validity Concerns related to source materials 

Guidebook Threats 

The guide books do not represent what people who implement these tools think, they are at least one 

level removed from the actual thoughts of implementers. This is a valid point, the primary value of the 

guide books is that they serve as widely broadcast sets of ideas about these communities. As such they 

do not represent any kind of normal or average implementers ideas. With that said, it is important to 

note that the books are generally written by individuals who have been particularly successful at 

managing communities. In this respect, the anecdotes they share are valuable sets of information about 

their experiences. Further, recognizing these books as the work of boosters, this material is in some 

ways more important than the thoughts of any individual community implementer as it is the advice 

that anyone looking to start a community site would find. The point is, however, important. The books 

do not offer direct insight into implementers beliefs and ideas. 

The kind of post hoc ideas about the software that come from the guide books do not represent what the 

authors thought at the time, they have been extensively thought through and processed into the stories 

they present and thus do not accurately represent what they thought at the time. This is an important 

concern. The anecdotes presented in the guide books cannot be thought of as authentic first hand 

accounts. Instead, they must be understood as a genre of illustrative examples. There will be legitimate 

kernels of the original experiences of these individuals in these stories, but those are not the real value 
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of the stories. These stories themselves are important cultural tools for defining how these systems 

should work and what roles each individual plays in those stories. To that end, it is important to treat 

the stories as less accurate report of historical events and more mobilized experience reified and 

distilled into a cultural tools that accomplish work. 

Documentary and Forum Content Sources 

Interpreting documentary records and other digital artifacts requires grappling with considerable 

ambiguity. I do not have the luxury of getting a set of respondents to give me responses to prescribed 

questions. The interactions on the forums as well as the other documentary materials I may examine 

each include traces of the past but for them to be fully comprehended one would need extensive 

contextual information which is likely to be absent. This is a fundamental validity threat for all 

historical work which makes sense of the past through these artifacts. To mitigate the effect of this 

particular validity threat efforts will be made to reconstruct as much of the contextual information 

about these artifacts as possible. Further, collected contextual information will be used to frame 

interpretations of these artifacts. That is to say that, true to historical modes of writing, the research 

reports will focus on reporting relevant contextual information isolated to the particular individual 

circumstance. Lastly, where ambiguity and conflict exist in those individual circumstances the report 

will include and recognize potential points of tension. 

Reflective Participant Interviews Threats 

Threat: Participants reflections are not particularly trustworthy points of entry into the past. This is a 

general problem with memory. In this case, examining responses to questions against the historical and 

documentary record will provide moments to explore the extent to which participants reflections are 

related to their previous statements. This limitation is significant, however the primary value of 

interviews with these individuals is not to get information on what they thought, the most interesting 

information in this case is actually what they now think about what they then thought. In this capacity, 

what they thought, as documented in problematic somewhat ambiguous documentary record, can be 
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compared with what they now think they thought, and further compared with how they now evaluate 

their earlier thoughts. 

 

Threat: Questions to participants focused on the ideological valances of their work and comments is 

likely to push them to create ideas on the spot. That is, this approach is not likely to get them to recall 

what their ideas were, but is in effect asking them to offer rationalizations. There are two responses to 

this threat. While the interviews will include asking participants to interpret some of their and others 

statements from the online discussions which are loaded with ideological terms it will start by asking 

more open ended questions about how they got involved in the project, what they were using it for, 

how they would describe the users of their forums. These introductory questions will allow for 

participants to first potentially introduce some of these ideological valances themselves. With that said, 

it is important to note that the participants’ rationalizations which are likely to emerge are themselves 

interesting subject matter. While it will be critical to explain some of the limitations associated with 

this kind of rationalization, the way that these individuals will answer these questions is itself an 

interesting question. While it does not tell us what they thought, it does provide information about how 

they would think about the given issue when prompted to think about it. 

The Software Itself 

Threat: To what extent are the ideas and arguments between the designers embodied in the software? 

Said differently, its interesting if these developers have these ideas but it is far more significant if one 

can document how those ideas are embodied in the software. Aside from documenting what the 

developers think and thought about their users and how that influenced their design decisions it is 

essential to examine the software, and accolades and critical reviews of the software, over time. In this 

case the particular issues identified in the analysis of these documents and interviews will need to be 

explored in relation to the software itself and discussions and complaints about the software’s 

limitations.  
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Ethical and Confidentiality Issues  

The how-too books are public in the truest sense of the word. That is, they are published materials 

which have been widely disseminated and thus the authors of these works will be directly attributed 

and commented on. With that said, the discussions which occurred around the creation and 

development of the Vanilla forums, while open and public in nature, has not bee broadcast to the same 

wide kind of audience and is thus potentially of a slightly more sensitive nature. To that end, I will 

make an effort to contact anyone whose pubic comments I would like to include in my research reports 

to make sure that it is okay for me to include them and to ask if they would like to be identified by their 

username or actual name in my report (in my previous work on these kinds of online communities 

users have preferred to be acknowledged for their comments as opposed to being presented 

anonymously. For additional information regarding these considerations see my drafted HSRB 

application.  

 

 

Considering Potential Bias 

For the last four years I worked on a project that made extensive use of the Vanilla web forums. In a 

professional capacity I have spent a considerable amount of time thinking about how I could get more 

people involved and interested in working on the open source software project Zotero. Through this 

work I have developed a range of experience that will both offer valuable insight into the how-to books 

(as in my work I have been a target audience of these books) and as I have already used the Vanilla 

forums for my own professional work as a place to find guidance in running the instance of Vanilla 

which the Zotero project uses. This experience suggests that it will be very possible for me read my 

own experience into the participants’ accounts. To combat this, I will make sure that any key pieces of 

evidence that I want to hang my arguments off of will be both interpreted by other individuals 
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participating in the vanilla forums and in the cases of the how-to books I will make sure that key pieces 

of the texts are presented to at least one other graduate student to ensure that the things I am seeing are 

not simply me reading myself into the texts. Lastly, my final research reports will include significant 

chunks of text from the how-to books and the forums in which I will present my interpretation of the 

texts alongside the material I am interpreting. 

As a second basis, I am well aware that my focus and interest on the role that the technologies 

play in shaping online discourse increases the chances that I may over attribute to technologies and 

tools. To this end I will need to second guess my attributions to technologies. Further as the issues 

related to interpreting the Long Island Parkway suggest it is unlikely to ascribe any particular singular 

impact of a technology or tactic, so I will do my best to resist the urge to draw any straightforward 

interpretation from the technical systems. 

 

Reactivity in email interviews and member checks: 

I will likely be asking interviewees to interpret comments they, and other users made several years ago. 

This creates a series of potential interpretive issues. In terms of the reactivity of my participants I need 

to fully recognize that they are not providing me with what they believed at the time but what they are 

currently interpreting. Furthermore, the pieces of their conversations that I select are going to prompt 

them to think about things partly on the terms I am thinking of them. This is simply a limitation of my 

approach and it means that when I report the research I will need to bracket their comments and 

thoughts in terms of the fact that I prompted them with sets of materials I thought were particularly 

interesting for a set of extant reasons.  
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Questions for Vanilla Software developers 

 

1. Could you tell me a bit about Vanilla? 

 

2. How have you been involved in the Vanilla project? 

 

3. How would you describe Vanilla in relation to other web forum software projects? 

 

4. What do you think are some advantages of Vanilla? 

 

5. What do you think are some of the disadvantages of using Vanilla? 

 

6. How important are the differences between various kinds of forum software? What are the results of 

those differences? 

 

7. Could you tell me a bit about your experiences with Web forum tools over time? What kinds of 

things do you think are some of the significant changes that have occurred over that time? 

How do you think those changes have effected communication online? 


