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Abstract

Individuals use the Internet to communicate to other individuals for work and for pleasure. Through this interaction individuals develop networks of other Internet users with whom they frequently communicate. As these bonds grow stronger and the web of individuals communicating grows, online communities are born.  One platform for these online communities is the List-Serve. This paper investigates the participation patterns of participants in an online community being supported by a List-Serve platform. 
A Study of List-Serve User's Patterns of Participation

Social network analysts have historically associated communities with geographical regions and more specifically within kinship and fellowship groups. Prior to the twentieth century, before the time of access to rapid transportation, the circle of acquaintances one could be expected to keep was limited to those that were within the same city or township. Personal fellowship groups extended beyond the kinship blood lines to form protective bonds between groups of individuals, protective bonds that were necessary for the protection of self and property (Black, 1999).As transportation technologies grew and access to railroads, automobiles and airlines became the norm, social networks began to expand beyond their traditional geographical boundaries (Wellman 1988).  Technology is once again redefining social networks. Past expansion of the boundaries defining community were driven by shrinking the time of travel between physical distance and therefore between individuals. Communication technologies, first through telecommunication and now through the Internet, are expanding the borders by creating new bridges between physical location that are enabling communities to develop beyond their traditional definition. By 1998 there were tens of million of email users and thousands of discussion lists (Kollock & Smith 1999) clearly demonstrating that the Internet was flourishing as a means of communication among individuals. These individuals were forming relationships without regard for physical locale; forming support networks; forming communities.  

Internet technologies support communities that are defined in the traditional sense of those with physical connectivity. Friends using email to arrange RL (real life) meetings out of the convenience of the communication medium are using the Internet to maintain and enhance their physical community. From the earliest definition of communities in society there is referenced, not just the physical proximity of individuals in the establishment of a community, but also the connection between individuals as based on their relations and feelings (Williams, 1983, pp.75). The Internet has also enable communities to develop on the historical model of the interactive support group. Historically, safety was the bond that held these communities together, in the modern age there are societal mechanisms in place, laws and police to enforce the laws, which make the traditional need of physical safety support from kinship and personal fellowship groups unnecessary. Online communities are build on common interest topics, support groups for those with similar beliefs and values (Norris 2004) .  List-Serves  are an example of an Internet technology that provides an incubator for this type of community to develop. A List-Serve refers both to a mailing service for discussion groups/electronic conferences and the discussion groups (or lists) themselves. Individuals formally subscribe to a List-Serve and messages are then sent directly to the their e-mail account where they can read, delete or save them. The general nature of a List-Serve is the discussion around a particular topic for the purpose of sharing information and like interests. 

Participants in a List-Serve can interact at many levels. At the lower end of the participatory scale are the lurkers, those who subscribe to the list but rarely if ever post or reply to any of the messages. At the upper extreme are those who participate in the discussion several times a week and occasionally several times per day. The majority of participants fall somewhere in between these two extremes. Past observance indicates that a List-Serve’s membership contains a core group of users and additional users that belong to a number of other possible levels of participation.  Through the use of data modeling and graphical analysis this paper will attempt to determine what  levels people participate in List-Serve posting. If individuals participating in the List-Serve are to be considered community members, they must participate on a regular bases, providing some mechanism of support to the other members. So the question becomes, what percentage of those participating are active, contributing members of the community?

The Morgan Discussion List is a social community of  members who participate in a discussion list for Morgan sailboat owners. This social network is comprised of individuals and families with  a common interest in sailing and specifically, the Morgan sailboat line. Participation in the community is purely voluntary and those interested in joining the list are required to take the proactive step of signing up. The list requires new subscribers to confirm their identity in order to ensure that only those who wish to be members are part of the List-Serve, a process refereed to as double OPT-IN.  The Morgan Discussion List is an unmoderated List-Serve meaning that there is no human being who checks each message before it is posted. 

Method

The source of data for this paper consists of four pieces of data retrieved from the List-Serve’s automated response engine. The four pieces of data are the message ID, the subject of the message, the date the message was sent, and the ID of the sender of the message. The message ID serves as the unique identifier for each message and also functions as the non-duplicated index in the database table which stores the collected data. The message subject delineates conversations on the discussion list. New conversations are created by a community member who is directed by the List-Serve’s etiquette statement to “Make your subject line (the title for each post) descriptive yet brief.” Community members who wish to converse on the subject click reply on the original message and compose their response. By clicking the reply button, the responder’s email subject is automatically entered with “re:” followed by the original subject. Each email with the same subject line will be considered part of the same conversation. The date the message was sent will be used to determine the frequency of participation of the List-Serve users. The ID of the sender of the message identifies the sender of the message who is a unique member of this List-Serve community. The combination of sender ID and the date will provide participation levels of an individual over time. Data was gathered using the List-Serve’s administrative request function. When sent an email with the appropriate address the function will reply via email with a listing of the four pieces of data mentioned in the previous paragraph. The sample set consists of 47172 messages that were sent through the List-Serve’s server between 28 September 2001 and 27 October 2004.  

Results

During the four year period analyzed, 1377 distinct users sent messages to the List-Serve message board either as an original post (6624 messages), or in reply to a posted message (40542 messages). At any one time there were between 300 and 400 subscribed List-Serve members (currently 370) which indicates that there is a considerable number of users who post one or more messages and then unsubscribe from the group. The most likely candidate for this scenario is the user who posts only one message to the group. Overall, 19.2 percent of the users placing posts into the group fell into this category with a near equal split between those users who were placing a new post (128), and those users who were responding to another post (136).  

Users were divided into 5 groups in order to analyze their participation patterns. The grouping are biweekly, weekly, monthly, less than monthly but more than once, and only once. Table 1 shows the breakdown of user participation by these groups broken down by year.

	Year
	Bi-weekly
	Weekly
	Monthly
	< Monthly
	Once
	Total
u

	2000*
	2 (1%)
	5 (2%)
	46 (21%)
	120 (55%)
	46 (21%)
	219

	2001
	24 (4%)
	26 (5%)
	125 (23%)
	253 (47%)
	114 (21%)
	542

	2002
	40 (7%)
	20 (4%)
	128 (23%)
	250 (45%)
	122 (22%)
	560

	2003
	14 (3%)
	25 (5%)
	133 (25%)
	236 (44%)
	134 (25%)
	542

	2004*
	19 (4%)
	27 (6%)
	99 (21%)
	233 (49%)
	94 (20%)
	472


*Not full years

Table 1: User by Number of Messages


The data clearly demonstrates that participation level are nearly static with regard to the percentage of each level of participation. One time participants, those who come across the site sign up, send a message and then are never heard from again compromise about 21% of the users sending message. Someone in this category may have a particular question to pose to the group or may just be participating out of curiosity. Those users who belong to this group are clearly not active members of the community. Their behavior is like that of an out of town guest who drops in, enjoys the scenery and then is never seen or heard from again. The second, and most common level of participation is the more than once but less than once per month. Nearly 50% of the user fell into this category. The casualness of the participation at this level is not sufficient to warrant the status of community member. Rather these users must see the list as a resource, using it when they have a question, or when they want to respond to something that piques their interest. The next highest level of participation is the monthly user. Users who participate on a monthly bases define the minimum participants in the actual community of the List-Serve. They clearly demonstrate by their continued and regular participation that they have in interest in the community. The weekly and bio-weekly participants are the strongest members of the community, contributing a disproportionately large number of posts to the list. Without this group, there would be no sense of community on the List.  Though they only comprise 10% of the entire community, overall the top 20 participants in the list , measured by number of messages submitted, contributed 32% or 15095 of the 47172 messages submitted to the list. These are the users that address each other in their postings by first name and make references to others on the list. In addition, this group is the most likely to suggest a get together at some RL location. 

Another way in which the participation was measured was by the impact the user, or the group of users at any one level of participation have on the overall number of messages submitted to the group. [image: image1.emf]Weight of Impact of user
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Figure 1
Figure 1 is a graph of the impact any one group of users has on the overall number of messages submitted to the group.  The range of the impact of any one user varies considerably from the individual on the far left of the scale who contributed 2166 messages with an impact of  0.0459170694 to the number of individuals on the right hand side of the scale who contributed only one message with an impact of 0.0000211990. 

Long term participation is another indicator of strong membership in the community. Table 2 lists the participation data for all the members of the community who participated in all the years of the study. The first column is the total number of message by the user over the entire period with subsequent columns broken down by year. 

	Count Of Messages
	2001
	2002
	2003
	2004

	2166
	613
	783
	353
	299

	1437
	225
	406
	406
	375

	1170
	240
	470
	379
	36

	813
	149
	239
	183
	210

	502
	51
	190
	134
	115

	416
	47
	144
	128
	94

	396
	121
	159
	78
	22

	381
	45
	124
	76
	128

	376
	94
	136
	85
	50

	345
	94
	152
	21
	62

	305
	42
	104
	85
	71

	237
	44
	54
	71
	63

	234
	8
	18
	76
	114

	224
	81
	23
	33
	42

	152
	106
	33
	3
	8

	134
	19
	67
	34
	11

	123
	52
	50
	8
	2

	120
	32
	38
	20
	14

	119
	32
	62
	12
	8

	98
	19
	44
	20
	10

	80
	27
	18
	21
	12

	71
	21
	13
	25
	9

	69
	6
	26
	9
	17

	69
	47
	8
	5
	4

	63
	8
	14
	22
	12

	26
	4
	7
	3
	3


Table 2
Discussion

Just as a gathering of unrelated individuals on the streets of a modern city does not in and of itself constitute a community, all the individuals posting to a List-Serve may not constitute a community. A significant number of the individuals who post to the list participate a levels that are well below the threshold necessary to be considered a member of the List community. An investment in time and interactive communication or parallel participation builds trust across the communities (Rheingold, 1998; Reid, 1999). Participation over time develops the social capital necessary to establish community membership. That being said, it appears from the data that the number of participants in a List community may have little to do with the health of the community. In the List studied, only 10% of the participants were active members of the community with the top 11% of community members contributing 32% of the content for the List.  

Community members are often delineated according to status within the community, a hierarchical distribution where those who occupy the highest position are few in numbers (Williams, 1999, pp. 300) . List-Serve communities exhibit this same characteristic, where a relatively small number of individuals participate at a very high level, presumably with greater overall status within the community.  This is one area that deserves future study. Do those who participate at a higher level reap any rewards? Are they functioning with the expectation of reciprocity (Kollack, 1999)? Are they held in higher esteem in the community? Are their questions answered quicker, or by a larger number of posts than someone who post once a month, or only once to the list?
There also appears to be a trend whereby those who participate at a high level only do so for a year or two and then their participation drops off. A long term study of these individuals would shed some light on the viability of online communities over time. 

The purpose of this paper was to define and delineate the participation levels of users in a List-Serve community. There are not necessarily sharply divided participatory groups of users in the online community, however there is a fairly static grouping of participation for users when measured across a number of years. 
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