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Toward a basic descriptive research question
Oct 15, 2011
Our discussion of the Read Stevens article in class, in particular, our discussion of his research 
questions have prompted me to think that I may have been getting too far into the weeds 
with some of this research. That is, that I am getting too complicated at trying to explicate 
complicated theories about what is going on when there is potentially as little known about 
forums as there was little known about games in Stevens case. It might be best to take a step 
back and articulate my goal as simply finding and describing the many different ways in 
which people who create, implement, and administrate forums influence the nature of 
discourse in those spaces. In this case, I would read the books and the vanilla forums looking 
for advice for and discussion of the ways these individuals are shaping discussion. 
 
There is a lot of potential here to develop broader theory out of this description, to uncover 
some change over time, to explore how developers ideas about users shape their design 
decisions, etc. However, as there is practically nothing that explores this topic the basic 
descriptive level 
 
With this said, here are some preliminary ideas on how what I have already seen might be 
categorized. I could start by gathering together the stories and reported incidents and then work 
to categorize them, potentially according to how transparent or opaque they are (For example, 
publishing explicit rules for what is acceptable behavior in the forums and publicly responding 
to someone who breaks that rule and pointing them to the rules would be transparent, while 
making it so that someone can continue to post but no one else sees their posts would be 
opaque) Other potential ways to categorize these could involve things like if they are technical 
controls (like the change where other people can’t see their posts) or if they are discursive 
controls (like telling someone that they have broken the rules. 
 
 
How it fits together
Riffing on the same existence proof idea, that is focusing on simply identifying some of the ways 
in which developers and implementers shape conversation, 
 
I could see the whole thing hanging together like this: 

1. Lit review focuses on the fact that people like Mimi, Constance, Kurt and others think 
they can look at forums as transparent views into discourse. That is, that we can analyse 
these as conversations or as discourse. 

2. Then posit that that is not the case, that the mediation of forum software is Not 
transparent, that developers and administrators engage in a range of tactics to shape 
the nature of the discourse that happens. This would be, like Reed Stevens, not about 
establishing any kind of normality or frequency but instead about establishing how devs 
and administrators structure communication through the features, design, and tactics 
they employ in their forums. 
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3. Not all users are created equal. Some are idiots, some are customers, some are your 
staff. None of them are paid, but in each case the people in your forum need to be 
treated in accordance with their roles and status.

4. The values ascribed to different kinds of users connect with the tactics. That is that that 
there are different ethical and moral valiances that are associated with transparent and 
opaque attempts to control discussions. Only the idiots, the savages can be treated with 
the most brute technical and opaque kinds of measures.

5. To some extent, the era of the web forum is over. There was an era for the BBS, there 
was an era for the Internet forum. What is important to remember is that while the forum 
might slowly degrade away the conventions that were established in forums and BBSes 
before them mark the tracks for future technologies. The idea of a post, a thread, a 
comment, of flaming, of karma etc. are conventions that were born of forums and are 
now part of the DNA of the web. The functionality of these systems will long outlive the 
software itself. Further, the value laden mixture of social impartiives, technical tactics 
and other maneuvers are part of online discourse. In the end, nothing on the web is a 
transparent conversation. Every interaction is mediated through systems which are built 
around assumptions about what end users want and how they will and should behave. 

 
 
 
Practice Interview
Nov 3rd
Lots of focus on the differences between experiences with video game forums and forums 
related to software projects. The interview suggested to me the importance of some of the 
neologisms; trolling, bumping, double posting, sock puppets, are ripe as points of entry for 
understanding how developers and users are defining the ethics of online communication. 
Similarly, he brought up sigs and avatars on his own, so those are very much in play. I think 
the snippets of text I took from managing online community worked well. The customer service 
mindset statement provoked some good thinking.
 
 
Art of Community
Open source ethos, focus on belonging and work. The author is not focused on the particular 
platforms, or even particular modes of communication like forums, email lists etc. Very much 
focused around breaking people into teams to accomplish a division of labor to accomplish 
productive work. Interestingly this mentality makes this approach very similar to the nature of 
the RPG Maker forums.
 
In this book, the goal is to provide a guide for a profession of community managers, people 
working for companies and organizations to run their online community efforts. This places it 
in an interesting spot as it posits that there is a career here. To some extent the added layers 
of depth to the argument speaks to the increasing sophistication of online community as a 
profession.
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Theory: One of the key differences between ways of approaching web communities may be 
anchored in an Open Source mentality and a Gamer mentality.
 
Draft a blog post with some of the quotes I mentioned in the interview and see what kind 
of reaction I get from the blogosphere.
 
What do the folks who manage, run, and build web forums think about their end users? Further, 
how do their theories about the goals, motivations, and desires of those users shape the way 
that they enable them to interact with each other. One of the places I am looking for answers 
to these questions is in guidebooks for web forum administrators. I should give a more full 
rundown of what books I am looking at, but I thought it would be fun to share some of the 
kinds of examples I have found of how the books are talking about users and the resulting 
implications for design that they suggest.
 
Please consider commenting on any of these examples that seem spot on or off base. Further, 
please feel free to provide your own stories that conform to or stand in contrast to these 
examples.
 
Kinds of Users
 
Users as Members of a Meritocracy → Art of Community → Designing Community: Karma
 
Users as Customers → Customer service mindset: End of Managing Forums
 
Users as Idiots → Quote from Managing Forums:
 
Users as Malicious → Trolling,
 
Users as Staff
 
Dealing with Different kinds of users:
 
Enforcing Public Rules
 
Design as a Filter → bury the post button
 
Change their experience of the Forum: Let them think they are posting but only they see their 
posts.
 
Other topics to visit:

●  
● What books I'm looking at: 
●  
● Why Vanilla
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●  
● How does each author define the goals of online community?
●  
● Arguments about sigs and avatars (O'keeff quotes, vanilla forum posters) 
●  
● Usernames, handles and real names in the books
●  
● The theory section of my article: Ways of thinking about web forums

 
Practical and Technical: Toward a Critical Reading of How-To Books On Web Forums
 
I don't care about theory about the web I want to know what kinds of practical advice people 
from the web are giving to people of the web. So far reading through this practical and technical 
literature has been both 1) a ton of fun and 2) rich with both accounts of experiences running 
forums and advice and argument about forums that is ripe for analysis.
 
Selection Criteria:
In qualitative research researchers frequently talk about trying to maximize diversity of the 
sample you are working with. The idea being, that instead of trying to look at a very uniform set 
of things when you are doing qualitative research it is often better to try to purposefully select 
a set a sample of things to study that are maximized to be different from eachother according 
to factors that you think might be important. In my case, I have tried to pull together a set of 
texts that include things that are very platform specific, texts that are more platform agnostic 
but explicitly about web forums and texts that are about online community write large but spend 
a fair bit of time discussing web forums. I have also tried to include books that focus on both 
open source software and commercial software. I have tried to include books from the dawn of 
the web up to the present. I have tried to include books that focus on making money, that focus 
more on open source software communities, and the space in between. In all of this I have very 
explicitly excluded books about online community and forums that are written for an academic 
audience, and books about online community that blur the academic and popular audience but 
are not primarly targeted at the people I want to study. That is all of the books I want to read are 
books targeted at people who want to run online communities, primary through web forums.
 
Managing Web Forums: O'keeff
A how to book from 2008. Okeef runs forums like Karateforums and talks about the lessons he 
learned and how he approaches managing online forums. I've read it a few times and started 
focusing in on the different ways he approaches users. The book is full of accounts of
 
Designing Community: Pawozak
From 2000 Pawazak's New Riders Press book is a real gem. It is really fun to read with both 
my history and web communities hats on. The book draws on his experience working on sites 
like Kvetch.com and his work consulting with a range of companies. The book is chalked 
full of interviews with folks that were doing really amazing things at the time, like <Slashdot 
founder> and Stephen Johnson, who was working on Plastic at the time. So far I have found 
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his comments on how design influences community member interactions of particular value. 
His arguments for when to buy and when to build are also ripe for analysis. Best yet, Derek is 
still doing great work related to web community. At some point I will probably try to bug him for 
comment on which of the things I focus in on for analysis he still thinks are true and which he 
thinks are illustrative of an era that has passed us by.
 
The Art of Community
Ubuntu's community manager. Open source ethos, focus on belonging and work. The author is 
not focused on the particular platforms, or even particular modes of communication like forums, 
email lists etc. Very much focused around breaking people into teams to accomplish a division 
of labor to accomplish productive work. Interestingly this mentality makes this approach very 
similar to the nature of the RPG Maker forums. In this book, the goal is to provide a guide for 
a profession of community managers, people working for companies and organizations to run 
their online community efforts. This places it in an interesting spot as it posits that there is a 
career here. To some extent the added layers of depth to the argument speaks to the increasing 
sophistication of online community as a profession.
 
Building Community Websites with Drupel and Wordpress
Here we start to get into the technical side of technical. Background on the author.
 
Running your Invision PowerBoard
Invesion Powerboard is a comerical closed source software appliance that gets used by a lot 
of big web forum sites. For example, the RPG Maker VX community I've written about before is 
primarily
 
The Social Media Worker's Handbook
 
2-5 other books still coming from Amazon
 
 
Where did this book list come from?
Anywhere I can find them. Over the last six months I have done a lot of googeling, searching 
through library catalogs for books that mention web forums, bulletin boards, web community, 
etc. Through that process I've landed in a few different loops of books on Amazon in the “people 
who liked this also liked this” category. Since I am really interested in books that have a 
common audience it is neat to be able to use Amazon's recommendation engine as a way to 
pivot through books it thinks have a common audience. This post really represents a next step 
in this process. So to help with any inadequacies in my list please suggest more books I should 
add!
 
What would you add to the list?
At the moment I am particularly interested in getting some older books in the mix. There 
are tons of BBS books that came about in the late 80s through the mid 90s. I have a few of 
them but am largely uninterested in them. Don't get me wrong, BBSs are fascinating, and it is 
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completely clear that web forums are their direct descendents. But hey, you need to draw the 
line somewhere and I'm interested in the web. Now setting that digression aside, I would be 
particularly thrilled to get some books in here from the mid and late 90s. Any suggestions?
 
 
Community Building Secret Strategies for Successful Online Communities on the Web: 
2000
“What you want to do is create appropriate hurdles for member contributions, particularly those 
that extend the public space within your community” (71)
“It’s up to you to figure out the restrictions that best meet the needs of your members and 
support the kind of community you are trying to create.” (71)
 
Failure of obscenity filter, people just work around it. “Although they dissuade some language 
abuse, in practice obscenity filters are of limited use because people can get around the filter 
by using alternate spellings of words. The real enforcement will come from members who 
understand the rules of the room and exert peer pressure on people who break those rules” 
(220)
 
 
 
________
Nov, 14, 2011

After transcribing the pilot interview and reading some of the book. The research questions 
could be: 
 
1. What ideas do developers and admins have about different kinds of forum users? How do 
they categorize forum users? What kinds of judgements do they make about these kinds of 
users?
 
2. What do developers and admins describe as the goals of web forums and other online 
asynchronous community spaces? How are those goals manifest in the design decisions about 
these spacesw?
 
3. In what ways do developers and administrators of asycronous online dialog spaces (forums 
in particular) control and shape discourse through the design of these spaces and interactions? 
The purpose of this question is to inform people who want to study online communication to 
understand what things to be aware of.
 
Nov 15
Getting a core discription of the project down: What I want to produce and why  I think it is 
valuable.
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I want to deeply probe the technical structures and the human action, as well as the 
descriptions of the technical structures and human action in designed community software. 
My goal in this work is to unpack the ideas about social relationships between users, 
administrators, designers and developers of the software that are emended inside the 
software and the ideas about the software. Ultimately I hope that this work can help 
researchers interested in studying the content of online community discussion and interaction in 
a more nuanced and technically sophisticated way that pays attention to how different technical 
configurations and designs are intended to produce particular kinds and characters of public 
discourse.
 
A key part of this approach is a focus on tactics. That is on how developers, designers, 
and administrators simulatiously empower users to communicate and simultaniously exert 
control of that communication through design of social interactions at the level or rules and 
norms, at the level of visual design, at the level of information architecture and at the level of the 
systems core functionality.
 
To make this happen I focus on ways of describing different kinds of users and discussing 
what is acceptable behavior for different users. 
 
I also focus on unpacking the usage and meaning of a particularly prominent set of 
neologisms; trolling, bumping, sock puppets, flaming, 
 
I will do this by: This is my method:::
 
Analysing Technical Literature, 

1. guidebooks for setting up online communities: What kind of advice is out there for 
people setting up their online communities? What tactics do they suggest? How do they 
define the different roles of users, administrators and developers? How do they use the 
nelogisms?

2. technical manuals for community software: What functionality do these systems provide 
for shaping discourse? How do they talk about 

3. Guidebooks focused in particular on web forums: Additional focus on a handful of 
features that invite argumentation, ranks, sigs, (Can use the Vanilla forums as a place to 
triangulate some of these ideas in a non-comprehensive way)

Interviews with developers
1. Get rich descriptions of their experiences with different forums. Treat these as field notes 

and gather information to analyse about how they describe their experiences as users
2. Get rich descriptions fo their experiences designing or administrating online communties. 

Have them give tours of their communities. Ask them to describe all the different kinds 
of users they have. Explain times when things went really well, times when things went 
poorly. 
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3. Ask them to comment on and evaluate particularly interesting sections of text from 
the technical literature. How do the evaluate the ideas in the book that I find to be 
particularly important in building my argument? 

 
November 18th, 
I spent some time drafting up another take on this as a proposal based on some diagramming 
work I did on the train. I should post the picture of that diagram here to help explain this. 

Building the Forum: How Designer's and Administrators Shape Public Discourse in Online 
Communities
How do the architects, engineers and administrators of communities structure public discourse? 
How do they design and structure user experience to serve their ends? Further, what exactly do 
the architects of online communities see as the goals of these online spaces? These are some 
of the kinds of questions I intend to explore in this study. Through the research process I will be 
particularly interested in understanding how these architects of community exert control through 
rules and moderation, visual design and technical functionality.
 
Analyzing The Surface of Online Communities is Not Enough
There are a range of studies of online communities. There are valuable approaches for gaining 
insight into individual online communities through ethnographic methods (Hine and others, 
Neteography). There are excellent studies that focus on what individuals participating in online 
communities get from their participation (ito and friends). There are valuable approaches to 
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discourse analysis of online discussions. (Duncan, Owens, Kurt). And there are some innovative 
approaches to doing content analysis on sites themselves. (Virtual Communities) With all of 
this, we know very little about two particularly critical components in the creation of online 
community.

We know nearly nothing about the technical layer of software, how the tools of online 
community creation, web forums, content management systems, and a range of approaches to 
programing community function and enable particular ways of discourse. I should rephrase that 
a little bit. There is an extensive amount of technical and practical information about how these 
tools work and what they accomplish. However, there is almost nothing in the body of qualitative 
research literature about online communities that engages with, explores and presents the 
implications of this practical and technical literature's impact on understanding public discourse 
online. Related, but distinct, there is a similar gap in our exploration and understanding of what 
it is that developers and administrators thoughts on online communities and their users are.

We know even less about the intentions, views, goals and thoughts of developers, 
administrators, and designers of these sites. All of the aforementioned ways of approaching 
online communities are providing valuable insights into the increasingly important public 
discourse and learning occurring in online communities, but without an understanding of the 
intentions behind the design of these spaces and tools, and a detailed understanding of what it 
is that developers, administrators, and moderators are trying to accomplish with these sites 
these views into online community.
 
How can we understand the technical layer and developers intentions?
I propose two ways to get at this knowledge. First, by treating the technical and practical 
literature focused at potential and practicing developers, designers and administrators of online 
communities as rich textual data for qualitative analysis. This includes things like, technical 
manuals, guidebooks for people who want to start web forums, and more broadly books that 
give technical guidance to programmers, designers, marketers and others involved in creating 
the architecture of online community. These books are valuable in two primary ways. First they 
represent the codified set of advice and guidance provided to designers, administrators and 
developers. In this sense the texts are valuable for analysis as they are play an important role in 
shaping ideas among communities of developers, administrators, and designers. Beyond this, 
the books also provide access to the reflective accounts of the experiences of the developers 
designers and administrators who wrote these books. This is valuable as both documentation of 
events and actions, but it is even more valuable as a rich and highly reflective set of accounts 
that demonstrate the lessons that the authors have taken away from their experiences.
 
Rhetoric of Empowerment Practices of Control
Powazak “you are giving them the power”
Marketing book “users have the power”
Powazak “tools are about power and control
Jo Kim “Creating the right barriers to actions”
 
Borrowing from Physical Architecture:
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Lead to Preece's Architecture metaphors: Importantly, this goes further than architecture: you 
can even change the fundamentals of perception in an online community: (Global Ignore). In 
education studies of the physical spaces of classrooms and desks, (Zimmerman, and One Best 
System?) have proven valuable, as we do more teaching and learning and think more and more 
about the kinds of learning that happen in the wild it is essential that we develop the same kind 
of sophisticated understanding of that architecture. Does the how users matter stuff fit here?
 
How Control Is Exerted: A Tentative Theory
Control is always exerted through the mechanism of the web application. In this case, the web 
forum software (phpBB, vBullitan, Vannilla) the Content Management System (WordPress, 
Druple) or through the custom designed web application (Yahoo Answers, Slashdot, 
Goodreads).

Sometimes control is exerted in ways that are structurally the same as discursive 
communication, that is someone may norm someone else by informing they that they have 
broken a rule, they can scold them, etc. In these cases things like turn taking, and the kinds of 
things we know from conversation analysis remain. Different participants engage in dialog 
enacted through asynchronously exchanged text. This kind of interaction feels much like the 
kinds of facework Erving Goffman describes but remediated through different interfaces.

Aside from this, discourse is controlled through visual design, in this case sites directly 
communicate what they are about and other identity clues to site visitors through logos, similarly 
the primary navigation of a website explains the kinds of things one will find there. However, 
sites also use design to engage in more subtle manipulation. For example, designers present 
decisions about the visual hierarchy of content as ways of filtering who will participate. In one 
example suggesting that “burying the post button” can let a designer make the other content on 
the site serve as a filter for shaping the nature of discourse.

At a level below this, the actual code and scripts of the site structure and exert control on 
discourse. The community builders establish what kinds of information people can, can't and 
must display publicly on profiles, decide what kinds of user data, like post counts and ranks, and 
reputation systems they want to create and how they want to display that information. They set 
up permissions for what kinds of users can do what kinds of tasks. In some cases, they can 
significantly manipulate what it is that a given user experiences. (Describe Global ignore).
 
Opaque and Transparent Control, Manipulation, Guidance or Leadership
Each level of these layers of control can be interpreted in different ways. So far I think one of the 
most important valances is how opaque or transparent the manipulation is.

That is, most things about how logos and about text communicate the purpose of a 
community are generally seen as positive things. They are ways for the developer or creator of 
a site to tell us what the site is about. With that said, there are rather opaque texts, things like 
Terms of Service and Privacy Policies which are written in ways that are difficult to understand, 
and are often difficult to find which frequently end up stiring up anger and distrust of site owners. 
For example changes to facebook's terms of service. At the root of any question about 
transparency or opacity is about feeling like you have been mislead. Or feeling that you have 
been lied to. That is to say that the TOS and the Privacy Policy are documents that, because of 
visual design, information architecture, and the kind of legalize they are written in already seem 
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to be misleading us. So when someone actually reads one of these documents and finds it to be 
acting in an unjust manor there is a large outcry in reaction.

Similarly, at the level of code and functionality there are both transparent tactics and 
opaque tactics. For the most part, asking for particular fields of information at sign up is 
understood to be filling out corresponding fields in a profile page. Things like post count rank 
systems are very transparent. For most users the capabilities for their user role and the 
permissions they have for action will default into the kinds of things that the software has 
expected them to default into. With that said, this technical layer is also capable of misleading 
the user. (Global Ignore) (Hidden Forums) (Sophisticated Ranking Systems) (Resorting 
Threads).

In short, each way of manipulating or structuring public discourse includes both 
transparent sets of rules, texts, designs and functionality as well as opaque sets of rules and 
norms.
 
Returning to the House and Architecture Metaphor
This is all first and foremost about building the house: People still come and live in the house 
and do what they like: Now, the administrators are the home owners who host parties, or invite 
users in as house guests. They exert control through action but it is always enacted inside the 
house. This is where the metaphor fails us. Because beyond simply being the place in which 
interaction happens it is also the medium through which interaction happens. In this sense the 
technical mechanism of the web application is always more present than the design of physical 
space is as an actor itself in interaction.
 
What kinds of control is appropriate of what kinds of users?
In short, designers, developers and administrators have a suite of instruments and tools at 
their disposal for getting discourse in these communities to look like and act how they want 
to act. Some of those tools are clearly above board and are an asset for saving participantst 
time and helping them communicate while others can seem like rather disconcerting modes of 
manipulation. The books focus a considerable amount of time and effort on identifying different 
kinds of users, “shady users” like trolls, and annoying and needy people, some users who 
simply lurk and gather background information, some users that are customers of your social 
service, while others might be leaders with moderation privileges, or might even be thought of 
as elders in your online community. In this area I will focus on articulating the kinds of users 
the books discuss and then mapping the kinds of tactics that they think are appropriate for 
interaction with these different kinds of users.
 
When Tactics Fail:
To complicate and further develop this theory I will be looking at the kinds of guidance that the 
developers, moderators, and administrators offer in the books. But I will also be particularly 
interested in identifying the tactics, the functions, that these authors say don't work. Examining 
functionality that fails, and their explanations for how it fails offers a rare moment to diagnose 
the kinds of resistance that end users and designers can run into in trying to design and 
structure discourse.

In this cans I will be focusing on
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1. automated word replacing scripts, 
2. post counts in forums, 
3. and signatures in forums. 

 
Wrapping Up:
We are actually empowered to communicate through the exercise of control. But our 
communication inevitably bears witness to that act of control. The creators of online 
communities spaces provide the architecture, set the terms for interaction, and manage the 
interface and medium for our actual interactions. With that said, they do so in an attempt to 
create interfaces and interactions that their users will like, find valuable, and return to. Some 
of this makes us feel like we are being provided with a service, sometimes it feels like we have 
been lied to, but in any event we are only beginning to scratch the surface of understanding how 
the designers of these spaces are structuring the nature public discourse. If we want to consult, 
explore, and understand this discourse I would suggest it is essential that we become much 
more familiar with the mechanisms and intentions behind the design of those mechanisms that 
enable online community. 
 
Nov 20: 
Revisiting the research question thoughts from the 15th, I think they might be better framed like 
this. 
 
1. What kinds of tactics do developers and administrators of online communities (forums 
in particular but other asynchronous public modes of communication as well) use to shape 
and control online discourse? (This is an empirical question, that I can answer by looking at 
guidebooks, the goal here is to identify, describe, and categorize)
 
2. How do developers and administrators categorize the users of these spaces? Further, which 
of the tactics are acceptable to be used with which kinds of users?
 
3. What kinds of goals do developers and admins describe for web forums and other online 
asynchronous community spaces? How do these goals align with the tactics they use?
 
Nov 21 in class: 
Thinking about Joe’s paper on connecting strategies makes me think it might be useful collect 
whole stories that involve tactics. Then analyse the structure of the stories about the different 
kinds of users inside the stories. Not sure though, there is just so much data and so much 
content. Cherry picking does give me the ability to get diversity and deal with the sheer quantity 
of data I have. 


