
Chapter 7 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSIONS 

The chapter summaries the research findings, discusses the managerial 

implications and research limitations. 

 

7.1 RESEARCH FINDINGS 

User participation and involvement have long been considered crucial factors to 

IS success; however, the situation is a little different for the development of a 

Web-based online community. Most community members cannot be identified before 

system development, user participation and involvement are not possible, and the 

end-user requirements cannot be analyzed accurately in advance. Therefore, it is 

reasonable to divide RA of the Web-based community design into different stages, 

and capture users’ requirements in an ad hoc way. The first question will be: whether 

it is necessary to elicit requirements for all online members? Or it is possible to devise 

a scheme to gather user requirements more effectively and efficiently?  

 

It has been shown in the pilot study that a small number of key users (defined in 

their centrality by social network analysis) may elicit a majority of requirements, and 

the requirement gathered from these key users can represent most users’ needs. 

Therefore, it is self-evident that not every individual should be invited into the 

development team, and only a small number of key users may provide enough 

requirements. 

 

The second question will be: how many roles can be classified in an online 

community? And, whether each role perceives requirements in a different way? What 



is the relationship between user involvement and users’ perception towards each type 

of requirement?  

 

The field study in two online communities demonstrated that the level of user 

involvement is significantly related to an individual’s perception towards 

requirements. And the higher involved an online member, the more importance he or 

she perceives each type of requirement. That implies that high involvers are more 

appropriate for requirement elicitation, even though high involvers are not easily 

spotted. Except for the impact of user involvement, user role (classified by social 

network analysis) alone has also a significant relationship with user’s perception 

towards requirements. And key users usually perceive each type of requirements more 

importantly than other users. Key users in a relationship community perceived each 

type of requirements more importantly than isolates and regular users; yet the key 

users in a Web technology interest community perceived requirements in a different 

pattern, implying a handful of roles should be invited in the requirement analysis 

team. 

 

7.2 MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Although it is not easy to find the key users on an online community, there are 

some benefits that they can provide once they are spotted.  

 

To begin with, as shown in the pilot study and field studies, key users may be 

keener on requirements and provide more requirements than regular ones. If key users 

are keener on the requirements, then it is reasonable to recruit or involve them in the 



development of this community. And if the key users can represent most the regular 

users, there is no need to conduct massive survey. 

 

Secondly, though there are several requirement gathering channels and methods, 

some methods require only a limited number of users. For example the synchronous 

communication channels such as online meeting can afford a limited number of users.  

 

Thirdly, it is without doubt that key users may be one of the most important 

information distributors, emotional supporters and knowledge sharers(Hanson 2000). 

Inviting those key users into the community development team may contribute to the 

quality of the sites and can encourage those users to manage and maintain the 

community.  

 

Fourthly, personalization or customization is usually considered an important 

attribute for Web’s quality, however it is seldom implemented on a large 

scale(Manber, Patel et al. 2000). As Zipkin (2001) argued that “mass customization” 

seems a contradiction in terms. “Mass production implies uniform products, whereas 

customization connotes small-scale crafts. For the development of 

community-oriented systems, it seems difficult to meet individually tailored 

requirements. To put it another way, only a set of requirements can be met 

individually. 

 

Table 7-1 Relationship between types of requirements and Personalization 

Type of 

Requirements 

Communication Information Regulation Interface Linkage Systems 



Personalization Moderate High Low High High Low 

 

As shown in Table 7-1, some types of requirements may be personalized, but 

some are not. Three aspects of a Web site affect its utility in providing the intended 

services to it users. And these are the content provided, the layout of the individual 

pages and the structure itself (Mulvenna, Anand et al. 2000). Therefore, it is quite 

reasonable that the types of requirements can be tailored to an individual’s needs are: 

information, interface and linkage. However, some types of requirements are common 

to all community members, and thus not suitable for personalization. For example, 

system stability is essential for all users. Communication requirement is a little 

different. Although some users expect unique communication channels or functions 

provided in an online community, however the system constraints make 

personalization limited. Table 7-1 is just conceptual, and has no empirical studies to 

support it. However, it may be a building block for further studies.   

 

7.3    RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

While social network analysis has been applied on an online community to 

identify the central users, there are still some practical problems should be addressed.   

Firstly, it is without doubt that the multiplexity of connections or ties should be 

addressed (Haythornthwaite 1998; Haythornthwaite and Wellman 1998). And it is an 

important issue to hunt for the appropriate social networks in a given online 

community. It is obvious that an individual is embedded in a mesh of social networks, 

so is the online members.  In the first online survey, several types of social networks 

have been explored, e.g. the trust network, friendship network, communication 

network and advice network. It is the nature of an online community determines 



which social network is critical. For example the main purpose of case I is to maintain 

and build a relationship, and the main activities of this site is to “chat” with others, the 

communication network seems a more important network than the other networks. 

Likewise, the main purpose of case II is to help learn and work out a solution to 

Web-related technologies, and the main activities of the online members are to search 

for the solutions, read the related documents and download example programs and 

systems. Sending a piece of advice or receiving advice may be a more important 

social network. But in an online game community, the advice network might not be 

appropriate for hunting the “central users”. 

 

Secondly, the size of an online community may limit the application of SNA. 

SNA is traditionally used to study a small group and almost all members of an 

organization can be reached and the sociometric data can be validated also. The 

typical respondents are dozens and their social network relationship can be obtained 

by interviews, surveys (roster format) and observations (Tsai 2002). The problems 

encountered in Case I are not serious since the all members of that site is approximate 

300. However, it will be a serious problem while an online community has tens of 

thousands members, and their relationships can hardly be gathered and recorded. 

Actually, while the boundary of an organization is blurred or the size is too large, an 

ego-centered network can be applied. For example, Wellman (1988) chose a 33 

residents of East York to study personal communities. The egocentric (personal) 

network approach arose from anthropology. This form of SNA is almost always about 

people rather than about groups. An egocentric network comprises the people that a 

person (referred to as ego) knows. An egocentric network thus may have as its 

member’s spouses, children, cousins, co-workers, church members, book club 

members, or friends. Egocentric SNA is concerned with making generalizations about 



the features of personal networks that explain things like longevity, consumer and 

voting behavior, coping with difficult life situations, economic failure, and so on. 

With its focus on individuals, the egocentric network approach has been more 

appropriate to studies of community than the whole network approach. To identify the 

central users on a large online community, it is more reasonable to take an egocentric 

approach. Through the analysis of some personal communities, central figures may be 

finally obtained.  

 

Thirdly,  response rate for collecting sociometric data may be a problem. A 

common problem in survey-based studies of complete networks is that of 

non-responding network members(Stork and Richards 1992). Yet, non-respondents 

create significant and potentially bad problems for network analysis. In the Case I, of 

all 84 respondents only 29 have complete dyad relationships (as shown in Figure 6-1, 

there are 29 nodes in all). Several members are chosen as important communication 

actors but they have not filled out the online survey, thus making some of the 

sociometric data missing. Recently Robins & Pattison (2002) proposed a P* model 

for modeling and solving the non-respondents’ problem, and the model may provide a 

insight for handling online survey data. 

 

Although there are still several application difficulties of the proposed 

“Three-Stage Model for Requirement Elicitation for Community-Oriented Design”, 

the study empirically tested the relationship between user role, user involvement and 

perception towards requirements. It adds to the social network analysis literature that 

SNA may be a good tool for identifying the influential users who can be elicited 

quality requirements accordingly. For those who run an online community, the results 



may also of interest to them since hunting for and encouraging key users may be 

directly related to the success of this site. 

  

 


