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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis will divide the concept of member 
feedback in online communities into three types, 
namely conversational-, behavioural feedback and 
content analysis.  During this thesis we will argue for 
the advantages with user involvement in design and 
how the three types of feedback listed above together 
with members could be introduced into the design 
process. We argue that by combining traditional 
methods such as personas and focus groups with the 
different kinds of feedback in the design and evaluation 
process supports usability in online communities.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
The world of communities and community design is both wide and deep. The 

authors have taken careful actions not to loose focus and ending up trying to answer 
and understand all aspects of the community. Webmasters in charge of a community 
have two important terms to keep in mind, usability and sociability (Preece, 2000 p. 
26-27). Usability focuses on human-computer interaction; sociability focuses on social 
interaction between members (Preece, 2000 p. 27). Whole books could be written 
about these two interesting aspects and since this is a bachelor thesis we have been 
forced to narrow down our focus so it aims on one of these aspects, namely usability. 
Even though we are going to touch the aspect of sociability many times in this thesis 
the main focus will be on usability. Our discussions and theories about different 
feedback types will approach usability before sociability. The chosen topic is closer to 
our education; therefore we made the decision to focus on usability before sociability.  

Both authors have, for the last two years, attended an interdisciplinary education 
program that mainly focuses on design of modern day technology. Two departments 
are involved in the education program, namely the department of human work science, 
media technology and humanities (IAM) and the department of software engineering 
and computer science (IPD). This thesis is done under IAM but is supervised by 
representatives from both departments. Event though this is a thesis concentrated 
towards human work science our standpoint is that this subject must be approached 
interdisciplinary, due to the close relationship between the community members and 
the technical platform that support communication among them.  

This thesis will discuss three different kinds of feedback that correctly used can 
increase the usability a tremendous amount in community design. What members in a 
community say and do differs quite often (Kim, 1999 p. 68) and the role members 
playing on the web differs quite often from who they are in real life (Kim, 1999 p. 95). 
Our case study, conducted in collaboration with seven Swedish Webmasters, points 
towards the fact that Webmasters are generally good at catching what members in a 
community say, the same study also points out the surprising fact that Webmasters are 
generally bad to catch what the members actually do. The latter sentence is the reason 
why we wanted to analyze this topic further by splitting different kinds of feedback 
apart and try to understand which kind of activity the feedback reveals, saying or 
doing.      

 

1.1 Why even bother to listen? 
 
“Technology isn’t the most important factor in [online] communities. Members 

are.” (Hagel & Armstrong, 1997 p. 172)  
 
We strongly argue that an active Webmaster who listens to the members’ opinions 

is a criterion for a successful community. We look at a community as a “living” 
organism that depends on many different factors for survival. One huge factor is the 
Webmasters ability to be active and listen to feedback from the members. We use the 
“hula-hoop” as metaphor to describe the Webmasters role in the community. You can 
see the community as the hula -hoop and the Webmaster as the person in the middle 
keeping the hula -hoop spinning. As long as the Webmaster is active and keeps on 
working, the community keeps spinning. If the Webmaster doesn’t work at all the 
hula-hoop often falls dead to the ground.   

Obviously the members play the key role for the community as Hagel and 
Armstrong argue, without the members there cannot exist a community. We argue that 
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by spinning the hula-hoop the participation of members gets a natural boost. This since 
their demands on changes and creativity are satisfied. An active Webmaster that adapts 
member’s ideas and thoughts into the community also increases the activity among 
members. Active members that come back on a daily basis to write and read in 
different medias on the community tend to develop a sense of ownership feeling for 
the community since they are the ones that creates the content (Powazek, page 199). 
The more active the members are, the more people want to be a part of the hula -hoop 
that spins the fastest on the web, in other words to be part of the community. Even 
though, we argue that this phenomena doesn’t happen without an effort from the 
Webmaster.  

1.2 The active Webmaster 
 
The majority of our collaborators stressed the importance of being active as 

Webmaster, some underlined the importance of being present and some underlined the 
importance of having a conversation with the members. The Webmasters expressed 
this standpoint during the Web-based interviews we conducted in the beginning of the 
case study. These answers doesn’t necessary reflect how they actually work, despite 
this the answers reveals fragments about what they think about this matter and how 
they want to work if they had the opportunity to do so if it’s not how they work today. 
This fragments together with literate sources and our own experiences forms the 
theories presented in this thesis. The latter perspective will be further discussed in our 
method reflection. In similarity to our collaborators we also argue that being an active 
Webmaster is a criterion for a successful community, but what is an active 
Webmaster?  

We argue that an active Webmaster is not the same as being in total control. This 
aspect makes our hula-hoop metaphor a bit confusing. We use the hula -hoop metaphor 
to illustrate and understand the importance of being an active Webmaster, not to 
proclaim the role of the Webmaster as a leader in the center of the community. An 
active Webmaster is a Webmaster that proves that s/he is capable of doing changes for 
the community by our definition, for example anything from suspending members that 
have broken the community’s policy or adding a new feature to the community.  

One Webmaster expressed the importance of this matter like this: -“I believe it is 
important that one is active and proving that opinions expressed by members result in 
changes. This would lead to more opinions coming in and hopefully happier 
members”1 

 

1.3 Definition of terms 
 
Some terms will be frequently used in this report. We think it is important to share 

our definition of such terms early in this text to avoid misunderstandings.   
 

1.3.1 Community 
“Web communities happen when users are given tools to use their voice in a public 

and immediate way, forming intimate relations over time” (Powazek, page xxii).  
 
In literature when the terms online community, web community and virtual 

community are used, they all refer to the same concept. In this report we decided to 
only use the word community and with this term we refer to communities that are 
located at the World Wide Web. Some authors refer to the software platform when 

                                                 
1 Per Olsson, former Webmaster at Agera.  
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they talk about communities and some authors like Powazek argue that communities 
are the human layer on top of the technical platform. We believe that the users and the 
platform are both needed to form a community and therefore we don’t want to divide 
the two concepts. A community by our definition is a technical platform with users 
where the users are forming relations over time to connect to the quotation of Powazek 
above. When it is necessary to distinguish between people and software we will use 
the terms members and technical platform instead of the composite term community.  

 

1.3.2 Member 
The term user is strongly connected to the view of community as a technological 

platform. According to our view on community we suggest the term member instead. 
This term also reflects the commitment to the community. A member is a person that 
contributes to the community by making his or her voice heard by the tools provided in 
the community. 

 

1.3.3 Webmaster 
Since we focus on communities on the web we think that the appropriate term for 

the staff is the widely used term Webmaster. Our definition of a Webmaster is one or 
many persons involved in both technical development within the community and the 
care for the community members. In other words a virtual “Shepard” that cares both 
for the fence and the sheep’s [members].    

 

1.4 Research question 
 
The question addressed by this thesis is as follows:  
 
What potential lies in different kinds of feedback received from members and how 

can this feedback be used to improve usability in a community?  
 

1.5 Structure of the thesis 
 
Chapter 2 presents an overview of the concept of communities with an historic 

retrospect and a description of the field today. In chapter 3 we introduce the three 
types of feedback and which techniques the Webmaster should use to gather the 
feedback. The potential in feedback is further examined in chapter 4 and our proposal 
of how to use the feedback is presented in chapter 5.  

 

1.6 Methods 
 
Both authors are used to do ethnographic studies with focus on extensive field 

studies. When we came up with the idea to look closer at user involvement in online 
communities one of our major concerns was how we could collect empirical data 
effectively. The problem concerning access to the community members is the reason 
why we have focused primary on the Webmaster and their role within the community, 
not the members. The problem concerning the access to the members is that they are 
often geographically scattered, this makes it difficult to make a study of them using a 
purely qualitative approach.  As we will suggest further in this thesis observation of 
members can be conducted by analyzing computer generated logs, one could argue 
that we could do the same by viewing logs from our collaborators. Unfortunately our 
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collaborators don’t use their server logs the way this thesis propose; therefore we 
couldn’t access such data.   

 

1.6.1 Quantitative - Qualitative research  
Quantitative methods are measurements based on mathematical and statistical 

analysis. Polls, surveys, test, questionnaires and experiments are the data gathering 
methods that are often used in quantitative research (Backman, 1998 p. 31).  

Qualitative research is more concentrated on verbally formulated sentences rather 
than numbers and statistics (Backman, 1998 p. 31).  According to Sherman and Webb 
the aim of qualitative research is to understand the experience as nearly as possible as 
its participants feel it or live it (Sherman & Webb, 1988 p. 7). When conducting 
qualitative research interviews and observation are often used. 

 In practical research it is difficult to distinguish between quantitative and 
qualitative research methods (Tebelius & Patel, 1987 p. 43).  

At the first glance at our research methods one could argue that they are 
quantitative because we use questionnaires in our research, since questionnaires often 
is associated with quantitative analysis. Despite the fact that qualitative and 
quantitative research methods are often put in contrast to each other (Tebelius & Patel, 
1987 p. 43) we argue that they can be combined with each other. 

We argue further, that the discussion about however our questionnaires, as a 
research method, should be counted to be either quantitative or qualitative can be, in 
some sense, unnecessary. It is unnecessary because it is not the questions that is either 
qualitative or quantitative, it is the method used to analyze the answers that can be 
truly counted to be either qualitative or quantitative. One could for example use 
qualitative interviews and do a statistic analysis built upon the answers. Which 
academic method discussion does this way of gathering data belong to?   

 

1.6.2 Web-based questionnaires 
Some researchers would cla ssify questionnaires as a quantitative method 

(Backman, 1998 p. 31) for collecting data; we argue that this depends on how the 
questions in the questionnaire are formulated and how the answers are analyzed. We 
formed our questionnaires with questions that forced answers to be verbally 
formulated sentences instead of just a numeric grade or yes/no questions (Appendix 
1,2 and 3). We also had an open question where the Webmaster could add what s/he 
think we had missed (Appendix 3). When analyzing the answers we used methods 
both from qualitative and quantitative research methods. We used statistical methods 
to get a view over the situation at hand and we used qualitative analysis to dig deeper 
into the data.  

We wanted to reach out to as many communities as we could in a fast and 
economic way. Since the timeframe we got for this bachelor thesis combined with 
other issues didn’t allowed us to make any face-to-face interviews, questionnaires 
were an effective solution. We got in touch with several Webmasters that answered 
three sets of questionnaires, a total of 49 questions. Our intention with this was to get a 
survey over the situation. We want to underline that this material was not intended for 
deep analysis; its primary purpose was to give us an overview of the communities and 
the Webmasters role.  

 

1.6.3 Phone-based interviews 
The answers we gathered from the questionnaires founded a solid base for phone-

based interviews with the Webmasters. We wanted to back up the material we 
gathered during the questionnaires with a more qualitative research method. The 
questions for each interview were custom made and based on previous answers from 
the questionnaires. We wanted our collaborators to feel that the session was all about 
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their role as a Webmaster and their community. The questionnaires were not custom 
made and therefore we wanted the telephone-interviews to convince our collaborators 
that we did not only use one method and that we really cared about the answers they 
gave us. Even though this is far from the most important aspect of the case study we 
argue that it is important to take care of the relationship between the researchers and 
the gatekeepers2 (Anzul & Ely, 1991 p. 22). 

Since the data gathering process extended over several months it resulted in that 
we had much time to analyze the data carefully. This was an advantage for us since we 
could connect our theories to the data and focus on how we should form the questions 
so that they focused on the area of interest in our analyze.  When we did the telephone-
interviews we had formed the questions quite optimal for each collaborator. This 
resulted in a rich set of data that in many ways confirmed and enriched our conclusion 
in this thesis.  

Both authors performed the telephone-interviews and they lasted for half an hour 
to an hour. We used a speakerphone to record the interviews to mini disc. By recording 
the interviews the researcher has the option to analyze the same interview several 
times (Hammersley & Atkinsson, 1995 p. 187). The advantage with telephone-
interviews opposite to questionnaires is that each question can be followed by a 
resulting question, which enrich the answers a great deal. Even though we were 
prepared with pre defined questions many other questions were asked from our side.  

 

1.6.4 Method reflection 
Chapter 1.5.1 states that we have combined quantitative and qualitative research 

methods. This fact is not accidental it’s a conscious choice since we argue that 
different methods from different academic approaches can be combined in an effective 
way. We think that our case study covers the area of interest we stated in the beginning 
of this project. We used questionnaires primary of the reason to get a perspective on 
details about the different communities. This approach turned out to be effective when 
we conducted our telephone-interviews since we could skip the comprehensive 
questions and primary focus on detailed customized questions for each collaborator.   

Telephone-interviews are the method closest to qualitative research we used. The 
disadvantage with telephone-interviews in opposite to face-to-face conversations is 
that the body language is excluded. Many things can be read from body language 
expressions. (Suchman, 1987 p. 71). Even though we don’t believe this fact had a 
major impact on our inquiry we think that body language always enrich the field data.    

As we already have underlined we don’t see the combination of different 
qualitative and quantitative methods as a disadvantage. As long as the researcher is 
aware of what data that comes out from what method the analyze process can be very 
accurate. When we used the questionnaires we had in mind that the data only should 
be used to get an overview. In contrast to the questionnaires we used telephone-
interviews to dig deeper into the subject of this thesis. Even though this has been a 
subject for debate (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995 p. 3) this approach has work very 
well for us when we conducted our case study.  

We are aware about that this approach of gathering data can be criticized for not 
conducting real life interviews with the collaborators and therefore lose important 
aspects of the data. Such face-to-face interviews would have been done if it were 
possible. Our collaborators are scattered all over the country and most of them are 
amateur Webmaster with other jobs. This fact made us to use methods that are very 
effective but did not interfere too much with our collaborators every day life.  

During this thesis we highlight the importance of taking both conversational and 
behavioral feedback into accountancy, in other words both listen on what they say and 

                                                 
2 A gatekeeper is a central person who provides the permission for studies on the field (Anzul & Ely, 
1991 p. 20) 
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see what they actually do. Paradoxically, this is not taken into accountancy in our own 
case study. We base our thesis on what the Webmasters have told us about their work 
in telephone interviews and questionnaires together with our own experiences and a 
solid literate support. Unfortunately we have not been able to validate their answers to 
100%, in other words we have not been able follow-up if they actually work as they 
describe during the interviews. The reason for not doing this is primary our concern for 
the collaborators. As we mentioned in the paragraph above most of our collaborators is 
amateur Webmasters. Even though our collaborators have been a great help they don’t 
have unlimited resources, such as time and money for example, to spend on projects 
like this. Most of them perform their work as a Webmaster more or less in their spare 
time or whenever an opportunity arises. In the startup of the project we made huge 
efforts to get big commercial collaborators interested in our work just because of the 
reason mentioned above. We believe that they have better opportunity to spend both 
money and especially time on a project like this.  

Since this is a bachelor thesis that spanned over 10 weeks of full time study we 
have to keep the case study within reasonable bounds for not exceed the limits in the 
time schedule. By saying this we don’t want to discard our case study, in fact we argue 
that it is the primary source of inspiration for our theories. By using literature and 
discuss our own experiences we have, in some sense, been able to validate the data that 
comes from our case study. Despite this, all empirical data has been critically 
discussed and viewed upon this work and the reader is advised to do so too. Whenever 
we discuss empirical data in this thesis we are aware of that it is only what Webmaster 
say, not do.  

As mentioned, our suggestions and theories are based on the case study, literature 
and our own experiences. The latter derives from earlier school projects and 
commercial projects. Both authors have years of experiences of web application 
development and as amateur Webmasters for smaller commercial sites. Our 
experiences from web applications contain both community software and sociability 
development. The sociability experiences derive from the roles as Webmasters and 
moderators in different communities such as Online Training Community3 and Club 
Upstairs Community4. 

 

1.7 Literature discussion   
 
At the beginning of our work we wanted to find many different sources of 

information for this thesis. We wanted to connect our theories to empirical data, 
eminent literature and naturally our own experiences.  

There is a pretty wide academic interest of the art of designing communities but 
this topic is also subjected to a big commercial interest. This fact made us divide the 
community literature in two major parts; namely academic literature (Hagel & 
Armstrong, McLaughlin) and commercial literature. With commercial literature we 
intends books that are written for a wider public with different goals (for example 
Kim’s, Powazek’s and Preece’s books are commercial). We felt that both aspects 
should be taken into consideration for this thesis. The commercial books bring good 
real life experiences and the academic literature provides theories with well thought 
arguments and discussions about other literature. The difference between these two 
approaches is that commercial literature theories aim more on assumptions and the 
writer’s practical experiences rather than literary sources as the academic literature do.  

In contrast to commercial books real life experiences brought by academic 
literature often comes from empirical observations.  Some books can’t be counted to 
either academic or commercial literature for example Rheingold’s and in some sense 

                                                 
3 http://www.trainingcommunity.net 
4 http://www.clubupstairs.nu 
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Preece’s books. This aspect of our work is not intended to be expanded to a huge 
discussion about the contrasts between academic and commercial literature, we 
included it because we wanted to show that this matter has been taken into 
consideration when working and reading the literature. 

1.8 Related work 
 
This thesis addresses certain areas of academic approaches. To put the work in 

context we feel it is important to mention some of the academic approaches that 
inspire our discussion and conclusion. Equally important is what this thesis can 
contribute to different ongoing debates. 

 

1.8.1 Participatory Design 
The conclusion in this thesis relies on the construction of personas and how they 

should be applied in the usability design work (Pruitt & Grudin, 2002 and Cooper, 
1999). This engages, in some sense, the members into the design. This view upon 
users constitutes the academic approach participatory design. We stress the importance 
of focusing on different kinds of feedback from the members through this thesis. The 
suggested process of how to use the feedback in the conclusion is highly inspired by 
participatory design.  

 

1.8.2 Human Computer Interaction 
This thesis is related to Human Computer Interaction (HCI) since its conclusion 

aims at the hart of HCI, namely usability. The journey from research question too 
conclusion stresses the importance of usability in applications. Our approach to 
usability doesn’t focus as much on the technological aspect of HCI (Computers) as it 
does on Human and Interaction. The human part of the community is in center, not the 
application. Our main source of inspiration about this academic approach is with no 
doubts Jenny Preece’s book Interaction Design. Readers that want to read more about 
HCI are advised to read Preece. 

 

1.8.3 Computer Supported Cooperative Work  
The research field of CSCW has gone from a focus largely on cooperation at the 

“workplace” to include other issues like what is going on outside the nine-to-five work 
setting (Bogdan, 2003 p. 17). Since group activities are the primary focus for 
Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) it has been of interest for our work. 
Human community can be considered to be everything from workgroups to non-
commercial organizations. The technical platform is an application shared among 
members and therefore is it of interest for the research field of CSCW.  
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2 LOOKING DEEPER INTO THE CONCEPT OF 
COMMUNITIES 

2.1 A short history of the evolution of communities 
 
“…Changes in the way computers were designed and used led to the expansion of 

the computer-using population from a priesthood in the 1950s, to an elite in the 1960s, 
to a subculture in the 1970s, and to a significant, still growing part of the population 
in the 1990s.”  (Rheingold, 1993 p. 68) 

 
Through the 1980s after decades of development computer power got established 

in the university world. As time went by features on the Net like Multi-User Dungeon 
(MUD), Usenet, Internet Relay Chat (IRC) and email fascinated more and more 
people. The two most popular, MUD and Usenet, were (although they can’t be 
considered to be networks) grassroots to most of the communication on the net today. 
At the same time a dedicated subculture used a Bulletin Board System (BBS) to 
communicate and exchange files with each other. BBS system was developed out of 
the simple reason that computer enthusiasts were tired to exchange files from hand to 
hand (Rheingold, 1993 p. 71). BBS was often driven by amateur enthusiasts and in 
most cases run by one telephone line, which narrowed down the capacity to one user 
online at the same time. Despite this fact real time conversation could take place since 
the system operator could use the BBS computer for chatting with the user online. 
BBS, MUD and Usenet are services that could be tracked in many of today’s online 
web application. Usenet, which is primary focused on conversation, is the forerunner 
most alike what we call web community today. (Rheingold, 1993 p. 71)  

2.2 A survey of the field today 
 
Lunarstorm5, Swedens biggest community ever, has today 1.092.000 members 

between 12-24 years of age, which provides a penetration of 80% in that target group. 
Satellite television channels such as Kanal5, TV3, MTV and ZTV have a penetration 
at 1.006.000, 74%, in the same target group. This statistics comes from the marketing 
department at LunarWorks6 (The company that runs Lunarstorm) and should be 
critically viewed upon, even though this statistics could be exaggerated a bit it is still 
impressive.  Communities have become more and more poplar in the last years as the 
example with Lunarstorm shows.  

There is an enormous economic potential in communities today. Companies like 
LunarWorks that have their community as primary business have their major income 
from advertisement. The community advertisement business is state of the art, it is 
possible to tailor made the advertisement for different target groups in a way that few 
other media could do. The more members a community has the higher the income 
from advertisement become.  

The competition between the different communities has hardened. Every day there 
is a new community born and every day there is another going under. We asked the 
collaborating Webmasters if they had an example of what they considered to be a 
successful community. We were almost certain about that most of them would point 
out Lunarstorm as their example considering the size and popularity. In fact only one 
collaborator pointed out Lunarstorm, all seven collaborators pointed out different 
communities. This is a good example of the competition between the communities 

                                                 
5 http://www.lunarstorm.se 
6 http://www.lunarworks.se 
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today and that no community attracts all target groups. The different companies in this 
business are competing for the potential members all the time. Usability has been a 
tool for competition between communities as Preece highlights below:  

 
“Marketing departments are realizing how branding, the number of hits, customer 

return rate, and customer satisfaction are greatly affected by the usability of a 
Website. Furthermore, the presence or absence of good interaction design can make 
or break a company” (Preece et al, 2002 p. 10) 
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3 GETTING INFORMATION FROM MEMBERS 
 
“To understand what your members truly want and need, however, you must pay 

attention to what they do, as well as what they say. As anyone who has ever done 
market research or user testing knows, people are notoriously inaccurate at self-
reporting. That’s why it’s important to collect, and pay attention to, two different kinds 
of member feedback: conversational feedback and behavioral feedback” (Kim, 1999 
p. 68) 

 
As Kim brings out in the quotation above it is important to listen on both what the 

members say and what they do. Blomberg also issues the difference in what the 
members say and do below: 

 
“It is a well-known axiom in anthropology that what people say and what people 

do are not the same. […] The distinction between what people say and what they do is 
related to the distinction between ideal and manifest behavior. Ideal behavior is what 
every “good” member of the community should do, whereas manifest behavior is what 
people actually do.” (Blomberg et al, 1993 p. 130).  

 
Our case study shows that one third of our collaborating communities are 

analyzing the manifest behavior of their members, this small group focuses mainly on 
statistical data to see trends and to evaluate how popular their community is. However 
all of the collaborating communities listen to articulated feedback from their members. 
Behavioral feedback answers questions that conversational feedback can’t answer and 
therefore it is important to not let one of the methods overshadow the other one. We 
argue that there is another third form of feedback that we call content analysis. In the 
following text we will present the three types of feedback and how to gather them.  

3.1 Conversational feedback 
 
As Kim writes, conversational feedback is one of two very important forms of 

feedback. The word conversational feedback speaks pretty much for itself, feedback 
through conversation, not necessarily face-to-face conversations. The conversation 
could be carried out in different medias like we suggest in the following subchapters.  

Conversational feedback answers questions that statistics based on server logs 
can’t answer, for example what favorite pet a member has. A general drawback with 
conversational feedback is that the Webmaster has to answer all members giving 
feedback so they know that the Webmaster is listening and care about the feedback 
otherwise will the members sooner or later became tired as Kim writes:  - “It is 
frustrating for a community member than to express an opinion and then be ignored by 
the people who run the community.” (Kim, 1999 p. 69). As Kim points out in her 
quotation above and in harmony with our earlier discussion it is crucial for the 
Webmaster to being active and reply on incoming opinions. Experiences drawn by 
being Webmaster for Club Upstairs community, in other words our own experiences, 
points out that a member who expressed their opinions to deaf ears fast becomes 
uncommitted to the community.  If the members got a response from the Webmaster 
quickly they will be encouraged to give feedback again later.  

Our collaborators told us that they gather conversational feedback in different 
ways, for example through email or polls. As we discussed, in our method reflection, 
this fact cannot be validated to 100%. Despite this the argument that conversational 
feedback is an important aspect of gathering members thoughts and ideas shouldn’t be 
discarded since it’s importance is confirmed in our own experiences and the literature 
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used. The literature introduced us to conversational feedback (Kim, 1999 and 
Bloomberg 1993) and the importance with conversational feedback was experienced 
during the introduction of Online Training Community (OTC). OTC started with an 
experimental slimmed design only with key functions. The community was later on 
formed by conversational feedback gathered from members wich resulted in a popular 
training site for people interested in sports, fitness and health As we will show below 
there are different ways of collecting conversational feedback, we decided to introduce 
the techniques that were most common among our collaborators.  

 

3.1.1 Polls and Surveys 
Questions that server logs fail to answer (ex. Why the members do not use the 

chat?) need another form of technique for being asked and answered. Polls and surveys 
are frequently used in all different kinds of places in society. How many of us have not 
cursed those telemarketing surveys annoying us in our every day life?  The difference 
between a telephone poll survey and a web based poll survey is that the later is more 
optional, the member has the opportunity to choose whether to answer it or not and 
s/he could do it whenever s/he wants. One of the communities in the enquiry has used 
a poll in the form of a popup window where the member could evaluate the 
community. This specific poll was shown each time the member logged in until the 
form was completed. Polls used in community life can be used to gather all kind of 
perspectives and opinions about different topics and news. A good example on this is 
aftonbladet.se, Swedens biggest online newspaper, where they let the readers answer 
questions related to the major headlines and in that way gathers the readers’ opinions 
about pressing issues. 

What caught our attention with polls is how they can be used to improve 
community design by capturing member’s opinions about community related topics. A 
great example of how polls can be used to improve design is given by one of Sweden’s 
biggest humor sites, Buzz7.  The picture below is taken from Buzz and shows an 
opinion poll about a recently published feature (see fig. 2). The poll is about if the 
feature should be discarded or if the feature should stay.  

 
    

 
Fig. 1, an opinion poll at Buzz. 

 

                                                 
7 http://buzz.bazzoka.se 
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Fig. 2, an introduced feature at Buzz evaluated in figure 1. 

 
The result of the poll decides the introduced features destiny. Such polls give the 

Webmaster a great survey over what the members think and feel and can use the result 
as a guideline for the community design. Our enquiry tells us that this Buzz example 
isn’t unique; Webmasters are generally good at removing functions that aren’t working 
or aren’t used by the members.  Per Olsson, told us that he had in some cases removed 
functions that didn’t work in a satisfied way.  He also told us that it is hard to discard 
something that one has created but as a Webmaster you couldn’t be so egoistic, you 
have to place the best of the community in the first place8. 

The Buzz example shows an evaluation on a technical feature/function. Polls are 
also a powerful tool to boost other community specific decisions for example about 
graphical design. Kim gives a splendid example of how polls can be used to get a 
better understanding of the members taste in form and color (Kim, 1999 p. 16). As the 
picture below (fig. 3) shows, this is done, by showing the member four different kinds 
of lamps. Depending of what lamp the member finds most attractive the graphical 
designers can adapt the community esthetical design after the forms and colors of the 
most popular lamp.  

    

                                                 
8 Per Olsson, former Webmaster at Agera, telephone-interview 2003-04-30 
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Fig. 3, a poll used to understand members’ opinions about form and colors 

 
By letting the members affect the design of the community by voting in polls two 

major advantages come along. First the sense of participation is given to the member. 
Often polls show for the member how many members have voted and on what 
alternative, this gives the member a chance to estimate the result of his or hers own 
vote. The member gets an immediate feedback of his or her vote and this could 
encourage the members to express his or her opinions again. The second advantage 
with polls is that it doesn’t take much effort from either member or Webmaster to 
work with, it is easy to ask and easy to answer.  

The downside with polls is how the Webmaster should interpret the result from the 
poll. There is a risk that the Webmaster sees the poll result as an instruction how they 
should design rather than guidance for design. In other words, the result is not a law 
that has to been followed; this is only one of the three forms of feedback that has to be 
interpreted.  

When making poll result public an issue to have in mind for the Webmaster comes 
along. It could be hard for the Webmaster to make a design that deviate from the 
result.  

 

3.1.2 Email  
“Email is the easiest way to get conversational feedback” (Kim, 1999 p. 68).  This 

is confirmed by the fact that the majority of our collaborators told us they use email 
together with message boards as their main input channels for their members to use. 
Kim also points out that it is important the Webmaster makes clear to the members that 
he/she welcomes their comments, and let them know where to send different kinds of 
messages such as complaints about technical problems, a wish for new features and so 
on.  

There is another aspect about email as a technique to get conversational feedback. 
A Webmaster could email all the members of the community (usually called Spam) 
and ask for feedback or evaluation of some features at the community. This is a 
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powerful tool that in some cases could be attractive to use. Like the other methods 
there are pros and cons, an email that a member hasn’t requested can also be thought 
as a trespass on the personal privacy and is in some countries even illegal like in 
Sweden and the rest of the European Union9. This problem can be effectively bypassed 
by asking the members when they sign up for the membership if they agree to such 
circular.  

 

3.1.3 Message boards 
A message board, also known as bulletin board, conference, discussion or forum, 

is one of the most common types of communication online. As Kim writes they are 
great for asking and answering questions and they are giving the community a sense of 
context and history (Kim, 1999 p. 34). All communities in our case study have a 
frequently used message board with topics for discussing new features or suggesting 
changes and additions to the community. Even though this topic not is the primary 
thread (discussion) in most of the forums this is a very important aspect of the message 
board.  Message boards are asynchronous, which means that members don’t have to be 
online at the same time to have a conversation. Because of this message boards can 
foster conversations that happen over a period of time like days, weeks or months. A 
message board offers visible context to the conversation by showing previous 
messages, which helps newcomers to catch up easily. These two features make the 
message boards a suitable place for the members to express their opinions about 
existing features at the community or request new features.  

An advantage with message boards is that the discussion is public and the 
members therefore can discuss topics between each other. It is also important that the 
Webmaster posts in these topics regularly, so that the members know the topic is 
hosted and the Webmaster is listening to their opinions (see chapter 1.2).  

 

3.1.4 Face-to-face interviews 
Face-to-face interaction is the richest form of human communication (Suchman, 

page 69) and therefore the best way to get to know the members is of course to talk to 
them. This is the superior method used to gather conversational feedback; 
unfortunately this is also the method with the most disadvantages in the case of 
communities. It is almost impossible to carry out due to fact that the members are not 
located in the same geographic area as the Webmaster. Another major disadvantage is 
the amount of members; it is not even possible to interview 1% of the members on a 
mid-size community (1% of a mid-size community would be around 300 persons). We 
believe that a too small percentage would not represent the common needs and wants 
of the members. There is always a risk that the design becomes for the small 
percentage of individual members instead of for the members as a group and therefore 
is it very important to carefully select which members to interview, they have to 
represent the whole spectrum of members. This issue is addressed later on in the 
thesis.  

Preece illustrate another problem with interviews and that is that a surprising 
number of people will give an answer they think the interviewer wants to hear, weather 
or not it is accurate (Preece, page 320). She argues that this could be a major problem 
in face-to-face interviews where the physical presence and body language of the 
interviewer can influence how an interviewee responds.  Naturally, interviews don’t 
have to be conducted face-to-face, they can be conducted by telephone or using state-

                                                 
9  The European Parliament has decided to forbid all Spam. This instruction is published in Official 
Journal of the European Communities 31.7.2002, the relevant paragraphs are in article 13. This 
instruction should be incorporated in Swedish law before 2003-10-31. Until that date is it the Swedish 
marketing law that is applicable, this law makes the most Spam illegal in Sweden. 
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of-the art web-conference technologies like NetMeeting10 or Maratech11. Even though 
they all suffer more or less from the disadvantages listed above and some of the 
aspects we highlight in the following chapter about chat sessions.   

 

3.1.5 Chat sessions  
A method similar to the face-to-face interviews is a synchronous chat session with 

the members. This method doesn’t suffer from the problems that face-to-face 
interviews do. Such as the problem Preece mention about that interviewees became 
affected by the body language and presence of the interviewer or the problem with 
geographically scattered members. There are still some problems with this method, 
since there is an opportunity that all the community members are participating within 
the chat session the traffic load could be too massive for the Webmaster to grasp.  

As we wrote in the chapter about message boards (se chapter 3.1.3) it is very 
important that the Webmaster is visible and answers posts in the chat. If the traffic rate 
of posts is too high it is impossible for the Webmaster to catch up and answer all posts. 
The Webmaster always has the opportunity to read the transcripts from the chat 
afterwards, but he still can’t answer each individual member that posts in the chat. 
Another problem with chat sessions is the problem that Powazek mention, namely the 
problem of the quality of the posts. He argues that there is a connection between the 
availability of the post function and the quality of the posts, the farther it is, the better 
it gets as he writes (Powazek, page 53). Whether Powazek theory is accurate or not for 
all kind of audiences is doubtful, but he has a point. Due to the constraints in using this 
method a chat session tends to be most suitable for short questions and responses 
(Preece, page 321).     

 

3.2 Behavioral feedback 
 
As we mention, our case study points towards the fact that our collaborators are 

good at listening on conversational feedback but don’t focus as much on the behavioral 
feedback. All of them use several different medias for the members to express their 
opinions, most popular is email and message boards, and in this way capturing the 
conversational feedback. Five out of seven gather statistics mostly for measure how 
popular their community is and in some sense evaluate recent changes in the 
community.  This should not be confused as behavioral feedback even though it has 
similarities.  

In opposite to conversational feedback behavioral feedback shows the exact 
behavior (manifest behavior) of the members while visiting the community. 
Behavioral feedback is a history on the activities done by the community members. 
When one is visiting a website every click and stroke is recorded. These logs (server 
logs) are a huge resource for understanding how the members behave. There is a major 
difference between what members say and what they do (Kim, 1999 p. 95). If a 
Webmaster implements a new function, behavioral feedback tells whatever the 
function is used or not (whatever it is a success or a failure) while conversational 
feedback tells the Webmaster why the function is or is not a success. This fact made us 
think about how these two are best used in symbiosis with each other. We want to 
underline that we don’t want to put them into contradiction against each other. Below 
we bring forward log analysis as method for reaching relevant member behavior in an 
ocean of data.  

 

                                                 
10 http://www.microsoft.com/windows/netmeeting 
11 http://www.maratech.com/  
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3.2.1 Log analysis, a way of tracking the members activities 
Interaction logging is a method for indirect observation of users used in usability 

testing for many years (Preece et al, 2002 p. 379). This method takes use of an 
application that records every key press, mouse or other device movements, the log is 
also time-stamped so it can be used to calculate how long a user spends on a particular 
task or lingered in a certain part of the application. Similar kind of logging is done by 
default by the servers at the web today. We found out in our case study that none of 
our collaborating Webmasters devoted their attention to the resources we argue resides 
within these logs, as we mentioned they only use the logs to gather simple forms of 
statistics such as amount of logins per day and number of posts in the forum. 
McLaughlin conducted in 1999 research in the value of these resources (McLaughlin 
et al, 1999). He and his partners conducted a study of the server logs of an interactive 
art museum over a period of seven months. They found out when people visit the site, 
what they requested, how long they looked at each page, what browser they were 
using, and from what country the user came from and so on. Although logs are big and 
often clumsy to analyze, we argue that this is a goldmine for Webmasters that want to 
know the members’ behavior and habits on the community.  

Naturally we discuss this issue over the phone when conducting the interviews, we 
asked the Webmasters what value they think resides in the logs and why they don’t use 
the logs as a resource. They were conscious about that the information in the logs 
could be valuable and understand the potential, but they don’t look deep enough today 
and they couldn’t answer why they don’t.  

Logs are also essential in all kinds of abuse matters because they can act as 
evidence. If a Webmaster let members ignore the community policy, unnecessary 
friction among members occur and this is a big issue for the sociability within the 
community. However our focus with logs is how they can give the Webmaster a better 
picture of the members’ behavior to improve the usability on the community. 

We argue that a good Webmaster has to know the community’s members. Since, 
there is not a chance for the Webmaster to socialize with all the members of a 
community he must get to know the members in alternative ways. In a huge 
community there is not much space for quality based methods such as individual 
interviews and observations. Even if the Webmaster could visit his or her members at 
their homes for observing there is always a risk that the member act different because 
of the fact that they are observed (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995 p. 75). Even if the 
members did act as they do in their real life this is not of interest for the observer 
because this is not the way the person acts on the web. Online identities will be deeper 
explored further on in this thesis.  

The logs offer non-manipulated facts about how the member interacts with the 
technical platform. As we mentioned earlier logs tend to be big and clumsy to work 
with and they can in some cases be impossible to analyze in a manual way. We found 
two programs that do this analysis of the server logs automatically, WebTrends12 and 
WebLog13. Both of these programs are generally good at gathering statistics from the 
server logs and present it for the Webmaster, but we argue that a custom made solution 
is better. A custom made solution to analyze the server logs has many advantages over 
a shrink-wrapped (packaged software) solution like the two mentioned above, it also 
suffers from two major disadvantages namely higher price and in most cases lesser or 
no opportunity for support. No matter which method used to analyze the server logs 
this kind of analysis can tell the Webmaster very much about the members behavior 
and habits such as:  

 
• How long different members stay on each page 
• How often they log on and for how long they stay in total 

                                                 
12 http://www.netiq.com/webtrends 
13 http://www.weblog.com  
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• What page they request first, and other behavioral patterns  
 
When we asked our collaborators if they analyze their server logs to find out areas 

to improve most of them answers that they didn’t. It was even so that two of the 
Webmasters doesn’t pay the logs any attention at al. The other five use the logs to 
extract statistics to use for marketing or maintenance for example, but none of them 
analyze their logs to find areas to improve. Despite this fact they use the logs to make 
wage evaluations of their community. When we asked them about this they told us that 
they base their design on expressed opinions from members rather than the 
information in the logs.  

This struck us as a surprise that this source didn’t come to accountancy, we argue 
that this is an unused source of data with potential to greatly improve the Webmasters 
understanding of the members’ behavior. 

 

3.2.2 Observations 
Observation is a way to see actions in their context. By studying the members the 

Webmaster can learn a lot from their manifest behaviour and that way extract 
behavioural feedback. Blomberg describes two extreme ways of doing observations, 
one she call observing participation where the observer only observes without 
interfering with the actions. (Blomberg et al, 1993, 131) The other is the opposite, she 
calls it participative observation and the point with this kind of observation is to get to 
know the group you are observing by taking part in that group as a full member. 
Observation and log analysis have much in common; the difference is that log analysis 
happens after the actual action has taken place while the observation is in real-time. 
Both approaches are good for understanding the members’ behaviour. Both these ways 
of doing observations require that you got access to the study objects and this is 
impossible in reality for the Webmaster.  We argue that observations are possible to 
carry out on a focus group but not in full scale.  

 

3.3 Content analysis 
 
Content Analysis is the third area of interest when a Webmaster wants to get to 

know his/her members. Kim’s book Community building on the Web has been a great 
source of inspiration although we want to expand her argumentation about 
conversational and behavioural feedback with a third form of feedback, the form we 
call content analysis. This analysis lies in the borderland between conversational and 
behavioural feedback, therefore we have decided to break it out into an own 
subchapter. Content analysis refers to when the Webmaster reads and analyses the 
content produced by the members in the community. It is very important for the 
webmasters to read the content for several reasons, for example abuse matters. We 
argue that this is the third way for the Webmaster to get to know his/her members. 

Content analysis arises almost exclusive from the analysis of our questionnaires 
and interviews. We have not found any literature that distinct content analysis from 
other kinds of feedback as for example Kim does with conversational and behavioural 
feedback. Even though this discussion does not have roots in, to our knowledge, 
academic or commercial literature we consider content analysis to be an important 
form of feedback. The importance of being active as Webmaster, by for example 
reading the content expressed by the members, is a fact that frequently came up under 
our case study. Our case study points out that content analysis is more or less the only 
applied method used by the Webmasters to get to know their members. This fact 
results in that we confident argues that content analysis is a legitimate form of 
feedback that should be taken into serious consideration by Webmasters. 
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A Webmaster that passively reads forum posts and guestbook posts understand the 
action done by members much better, by reading this kind of public information the 
Webmaster can easier understand sometimes confusing conversational and behavioural 
feedback. The primary advantage with content analysis is that the Webmaster can 
passively observe unnoticed and therefore not affect the result because of the simple 
reason that the members don’t know they are observed (Hammersley & Atkinson, page 
75). The problem with content analysis is the amount of data that should be processed. 
In difference to log analysis the Webmaster can’t parse or automatically analyse the 
information, this result in huge efforts to grasp the content of the data. This fact makes 
content analysis clumsy and ineffective for big communities because of the huge 
amount of data that is daily produced by the members. Small amateur communities 
also encounter problem with content analysis since they often don’t have enough 
resources.     

 

3.3.1 Online identities 
”On the web, you usually can’t see what people look like or what cars they drive; 

everyone has the opportunity to create an online identity from scratch. When someone 
joins a Web community, chooses a member name, and fills out a registration form, 
they’ve just taken the first steps in constructing a fresh new personal identity. From 
that point onward, their identity will be shaped by these choices, along with their 
words, deeds, and creations” (Kim, 1999 p. 95) 

 
“The grammar of computer mediated communication media involves a syntax of 

identity play: new identities, false identities, multiple identities, exploratory identities, 
are available in different manifestations of the medium”  (Rheingold, 1993 p. 147)  

 
Members participating in a community are building up an online identity that 

differs from their offline identity according to Kim. Rheingold has a similar 
argumentation, which proclaims that members change, test, and makes multiple online 
identities. Some communities have the opportunity to change the identity as primary 
function. For example game communities or MUD system members often change their 
online identities for the benefit of the game (Rheingold, 1993 p. 148). When the 
Webmaster is browsing the content produced in the community by the members s/he is 
forming an understanding of the members based on the identities they got within the 
community. It is commonly known that some persons do no act as they do in their real 
lives on the web, at a brief look this seems to be a problem with content analysis but 
that’s not the case. We argue that it is the online identities needs and wants the 
Webmaster has to satisfy and therefore it is the online identity s/he has to get to know. 
To put this in perspective, imagine a game community that focus on fantasy characters 
similar to the ones in the Lord of The Ring trilogy by J.R R Tolkien. Imagine a 
member has a magician similar to the character Gandalf as online identity. All actions 
taken by this member is done out from his or hers character, not from the real life 
identity. The Webmaster must take this fact into consideration. S/he must design for 
the magician character not for the real life identity behind the magician. This scenario 
can be considered to be a little bit extreme but it shows the issue the Webmaster must 
take into consideration.   

 
 
 
 
 



  19 

4 THE POTENTIAL IN FEEDBACK 
 
Feedback itself doesn’t improve anything; it is what the Webmaster does with the 

feedback that counts. There is no community in the world that gets useable only by the 
fact that the Webmaster listens to the feedback from the members. It is the actions 
based on the feedback done by the Webmaster that have a potential to improve the 
usability of the community. This chapter reveals the potential of the different kinds of 
feedback and suggests how they can be used together and detached from each other to 
conduct an analysis of the member’s needs and establishing requirements to improve 
usability.  

Preece has divided what she called interaction design into four activities (Preece et 
al, 2002 p. 169), they are (1) identifying needs and establishing requirements, (2) 
developing alternative designs, (3) building interactive versions of the designs, (4) 
evaluating designs. We use her activities in the following chapters to put our 
discussion in perspective for the reader. The activities suggested by Preece are good to 
show in which context different actions taking place.  

We argue that the feedback from the members derives from Preece´s fourth 
activity could effectively be used to identifying needs and establishing requirements, 
in other word activity one. We want to underline that such activity is an iterative 
process during the lifetime of the community.  

 

4.1 Real-time mock-up 
 

 A community with an active Webmaster and members is in constant change. 
Since a community from a technical point of view is one application shared among 
others it is highly changeable. This standpoint toward the technical platform and its 
development makes it possible to think of the community as a real time mock-up in 
constant change. Mock-ups have been used for at least a decade in application 
development (Ehn & Kyng, 1991 p. 172) as tool for capture the members opinions 
before actual implementation of the design takes place. A small amount of our 
collaborators develop design propositions and prototypes that they test internally and 
in some cases on members before the implement a final version. Such proposals and 
prototypes can be considered to be similar to the idea of the community as a real-time 
mock-up. Their way of doing propositions and prototypes differs from our suggestion 
in the sense that they do dummy versions before the final version. In other word, they 
don’t evaluate their ideas in real-time. This has, in some sense, inspired our theories 
about the community as a real-time mock-up and the way that mock-up techniques is 
used among the collaborators motivates the discussion. By considering the community 
as a platform where the members could express different thoughts and ideas gives the 
design another dimension.  

A Webmaster that bases the community design on a careful analysis on expressed 
opinions from members doesn’t really design alone, he adapts ideas and thoughts from 
the members into the community and therefore the design is cooperation between 
Webmaster and members [developing alternative designs]14.  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
14 Preece´s 2nd activity 



  20 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 4, schematics over the use of feedback 
 
A Webmaster that implements functions suggested by one or more members can 

return to the members for new feedback as soon as the first version of the feature is 
published. If the members approve the function the Webmaster has to go to the next 
step in figure 4. The next step is to let the feature sink in for a certain amount of time 
and afterwards evaluate it iteratively over time. If the members don’t approve the 
function (it turned out not to be what they had in mind) the members and the 
Webmaster have to discuss the function further before any changes taking place. When 
the function is approved by the members the Webmaster must check if the function is 
used or not by the members (behavioral feedback). We have already given an example 
in figure 1 that shows a poll survey for evaluating a new-implemented function.  

The different kinds of feedbacks provides the Webmasters with tools for 
evaluation of suggested features. By asking (via forum, email questionnaires etc) the 
Webmaster receives conversational feedback that tells what the members want. By 
reading what the members write (content analysis) about a suggested feature the 
Webmaster can understand if and how a suggested feature should be modified to suit 
as many as possible [identifying needs and establishing requirements]. And finally, by 
watching what the members do by analyzing logs the Webmaster can evaluate if the 
suggested feature is a success or not [evaluation of design]. By using feedback in this 
way the whole community platform works as giant mock-up that changes in real time.  

The access to the members is still based on conversational feedback methods as 
figure 4 shows. Even though this is an effective way to gather material from the 
members there is a considerable disadvantage. In community as in real life some 
people tend to speak their mind more willing and often than others. This fact can result 
in changes done in the community, that benefits the usability, gets approved and 
discussed by the members that “shout the loudest”. This aspect will be discussed 
further in the ending chapter of this thesis.  

  

4.2 Improve accuracy in focus groups through personas 
 
Another aspect of the application of the three types of feedback we suggest in 

chapter 3 is to create one or more personas. In this text we are going to argue that 
personas can work as an effective filter when selecting members for a focus group. 
When using persona(s) in this way we argue that the focus group will be more 
representative.  

 

4.2.1 Personas, based on members 
A persona is a precise description of the member and what s/he wishes to 

accomplish (Cooper, 1999 p. 123). It is a fictive character with made up characteristics 
and a name.  The concept of personas isn’t new; it had been used in the context of 
marketing for at least a century. Since Alan Cooper wrote about personas and how 
they can be used in user-centred design this technique has got a lot of attention. Pruitt 
and Grudin have criticised Cooper for not including empirical data in the creation 
process of his personas. They suggest that a persona needs to be complemented with a 
strong, ongoing effort to obtain as much qualitative and quantitative information 

Conversational 
feedback  

Design proposal (based on 
conversational feedback 
from members) 

Member 
approval 

No 

Yes Behavioural - 
Conversational 
feedback and 
Content Analysis  
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about users as possible, to improve the selection, enrichment, and evolution of set of 
personas (Pruitt & Grudin, 2002 p. 147). Rashmi Sinha argues in similarity to Pruitt 
and Grudin that a statistical technique to identify important underlying groupings of 
information is needed in the creation process of the persona (Sihna, 2002 p.1).  This 
interesting contrast to Cooper made us think about how the three types of feedback 
could found a solid ground for the creation of personas. Personas as a good method 
were confirmed by our experiences from earlier school project, our collaborators were 
very new to this type of fictive user. In fact, only one of them had ever heard of the 
concept. This motivate us even more to introduce something new for our collaborators, 
or at least give them a new exciting perspective on user based design. 

We argue in contrast to Cooper and in harmony with Pruitt, Grudin and Sinha that 
a persona should be based on empirical data if it is possible. Such empirical data 
should consist of both quantitative and qualitative research (Pruitt & Grudin, 2002 p. 
148 and Sinha, 2003 p.1). We argue that conversational feedback; behavioural 
feedback and content analysis cover the aspect of quantitative and qualitative research 
methods and the union between them. Because of this fact we argue that the three 
kinds of feedback is a solid base for the persona to be built upon (see figure 5).  

 
 

Fig. 5, a persona used as a filter in the selection process of the focus group. 
 

Figure 5 suggest that a persona can be used in the selection process of members to 
a focus group. This is examined in the following text. 

 

4.2.2 Focus groups, based on personas 
Focus groups have been recognized as an effective method for brainstorming, 

evaluation and to get feedback about different design solutions (Flemming 1998, p. 
39). A Webmaster can discuss certain aspects of usability with a focus group and in 
that way receive important feedback. A focus group can be used to evaluate ideas and 
propositions in the conceptual stage. Focus groups are often used in face-to-face 
situations but we argue that focus groups also have potential in virtual environments 
for example in chat and videoconference applications.      

 
“They [personas] aren’t meant to replace focus groups or user testing. Instead, 

they act as guides throughout the design process, and help keep human factors at the 
forefront.” (Fleming, page 8).  

 
Focus groups are good at develop a consensus view and discover areas that are in 

the need of improvement (Blomberg et al, 1993 p.144). As Fleming states in the 
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quotation above personas aren’t meant to replace focus groups, we argue that personas 
could be a great help when selecting the members in a focus group. 

 
“One form of group interview is the focus group that is frequently used in 

marketing, political campaigning, and social science research. Normally three to 10 
people are involved. Participants are selected to provide a representative sample of 
typical users; they normally share certain characteristics” (Preece et al, 2002 p. 396) 

 
Preece argue that the set in a focus group should have similar characteristics. 

When theorizing about this fact the same question came up frequently: For which 
member characteristics should the Webmaster design? Pruitt and Grudin answer that 
question by arguing that personas focus attention on a specific target audience. The 
method helps establish who is and consequently who is not being designed for (Pruitt 
& Grudin, 2002 p. 150).  We suggest that personas can work as a filter when finding 
representative members to a focus group. The number of personas to be used depends 
on how many different focus groups that is available. In other words, if the analyse 
process aims on different groups of interest, for example nurses and doctors, there 
should be one focus group for each profession. Such focus groups are filtered thru the 
unique persona that is created for that profession (target audience). 

By using the persona as a pattern or a template the Webmaster got a set of 
characteristics too look for when s/he gathers members to a focus group. This 
approach doesn’t differ so much from how focus groups normally are assembled. The 
difference lies in how to select the members to the group; in our approach we suggest 
that a persona should be used when selecting members while it is common today that 
members to a focus group are selected by a criteria based on the goa ls of the 
researcher, such process is called purpositive sampling (Morgan, 1998a p. 56).   

Poor requirement is the Achilles’ heel of focus groups, the accuracy of the focus 
groups falls with bad recruitment (Morgan, 1998b p. 67). We argue that by using 
personas as templates for the focus groups the opinions from the members get reflected 
more representative. 
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5 OUR PROPOSAL FOR THE USE OF FEEDBACK 
 
In this chapter we are going to explain in short how we reached our conclusion and 

on what material we base our theories on. We want to start with taking a step back and 
reflect over how we reached our suggestions and then present our result. 

5.1 Reflection 
 
The theories we are going to present in this chapter are suggestions of how focus 

groups and the three types of feedback could be used in the design process in a 
community. We have reached these theories by analysing our case study, different 
literature and our own experiences.  Both authors have, as we wrote in the beginning 
of this thesis, experiences from communities, both as participants and as Webmasters. 
This fact has helped us in different aspects. When we formed the questionnaires and 
prepared for the telephone-interviews we had the advantage to check what was 
relevant and not toward our own experiences. The magnitude of being a Webmaster 
was something that we both have understanding for before we started out our case 
study. It is always an advantage to have a fragment of experience before starting out a 
case study.  

Event though our theories primary comes out from the case study, we have been 
inspired from our own experience and literature. As we mentioned in chapter 1.7 we 
have used both commercial and academic literature. It has been fun and instructive to 
work with commercial literature, something that has been rather new to us. Many 
books has been written about the subject this thesis focus on and we feel confident to 
recommend all books used in this thesis to the reader.  

Ever since we formed our research question we have pursued an answer in our 
case study, our own experiences and literature. The result will we present in the 
oncoming chapters is a result that comes from 10 weeks of daily discussions, analyses 
and reading. We argue that, as we mentioned in chapter 1.6, we have covered both 
quantitative and qualitative methods in our case study. Even though it is relative small 
it is not insufficient. We think it is common for researches to feel after a finished case 
study that it could be performed more efficient and more qualitative. We feel that the 
subject for this thesis could be better explored in a 20 weeks bachelor work instead of 
10. However, it is not unlikely that if we conducted a 20 weeks study instead that we 
in the end would say that a 40 weeks study would have been better. We think this 
thesis raises many fresh suggestions that others or we may explore in further work.  

Whether this thesis could reach a real conclusion about the subject is, in some 
sense, uncertain. We feel that we have material and experience to provide an accurate 
suggestion. It is doubtful, considering the magnitude on our case study, if we formally 
can call our suggestion a conclusion. This may sound a bit irresolute and unnecessary 
but we want to underline our awareness about criticism that may be raised against this 
matter. 

 

5.2 Our proposal 
 
The problem with dominant members that, in some cases, grab too much attention 

in the design process (showed in Figure 4) can affect the ambition of usability negative 
as we briefly mention in chapter 4.1. This may be considered as a sma ll problem but it 
can grow and result in a self-appointed core of members that always speak their minds, 
which is not representative for the rest of the members’ opinions. Despite the latter 
sentence, this is in most cases good since it could inspire other members to engage 
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themselves in the community. The downside with an active core is that there is a risk 
that new members may stay in the periphery and don’t deliver their opinions. This can 
be related to for example lack of knowledge (Lave & Wenger, 1991 p. 76) and 
language (Jordan, 1989 p. 107). This was an issue that we at first disregarded but was 
brought to light during the phone interviews by one Webmaster. This made us think of 
a way to find representative users and how to represent the “common will”  within the 
community. 

 
“It is important [to have a flat organization] in our case because our purpose is 

that everyone should have the opportunity to make their voice heard and speak their 
mind…I think furthermore that many [members] takes space [in the community] part 
by post a lot in the forum and by smarten up their personal presentations and in that 
way impress [on other members and Webmaster]. But that is their thing” 15     

 
Members that grab a lot of attention can disturb the Webmasters good intensions 

of usability in a community and we argue that a method for selecting a representative 
focus group is needed. As in society it is impossible to absorb all opinions in the 
community therefore a group of members/citizens must be selected to represent the 
common mind in the beginning of the design process. The quotation above highlights 
the importance of letting all members speak their minds. All members don’t need to 
share their opinions; it is the opportunity to do so that is the important. We want to 
underline that the focus group only is used in the beginning of the process while all 
members have the opportunity to speak their minds in the evaluation of the suggested 
feature. In this way all members have the opportunity to take part in the design 
process. This is the foundation for a democratic society. All opinions are important and 
all opinions are worth listening to.  

We have suggested personas as a technique to crystallize a focus group that is 
representative for the community members. We have also introduced a suggestion (see 
figure 4) for using the three different kinds of feedback in the process of development 
in a community. By introducing focus groups to our earlier suggested approach an 
accurate way of supporting usability in communities arises.  

Figure 6 illustrates our proposal of how the three different kinds of feedback 
combined with focus groups that is based on personas can support usability in a 
community.    

     

         
Fig. 6 our proposition of the usage of the three types of feedback 

 
The figure above shows how we argue that feedback should be used in the design 

process of a community. Roughly, one could say that the figure 6 is a refinement of 
figure 4 and that is in some sense true. Figure 6 differs from figure 4 since we have 
introduced the focus group as an important element of the design process. We have 
divided figure 6 in four segments according to Preece’s four activities mentioned in 

                                                 
15 Per Olsson, former Webmaster at Agera, telephone-interview 2003-04-30 



  25 

chapter 4. Preece´s activities found a good ground for us to illustrate where in the 
design process different actions belong. Similar division could be seen in other design 
disciplines such as architectural design (Preece et al, 2002 p. 396).  

 

5.2.1 Identifying needs and establishing requirements 
By using focus groups, as we proposed (see chapter 4.2.2), the Webmaster has 

access to all three types of available feedback. This is also the remedy to the problem 
that Per Olsson introduced to us about dominant members. By combine conversational 
feedback from members with feedback received from the focus group the Webmaster 
could form an embryo to a new community feature. Since the Webmaster got access to 
a focus group, s/he can use techniques like future workshops and mockup sessions to 
evaluate and refine the ideas and proposition. One Webmaster told us that he used the 
members to discuss prototypes but not as far as we suggest.  

 
“The users can suggest changes and new functions. If they are any good I develop 

a prototype that we discuss together. Is it any good it will be implemented”16 
 
Our case study shows that our collaborators seldom develop prototypes and 

mockups; only two out of seven has told us that they work in this way. Even though 
this is not clearly expressed by the Webmasters we think that this depends on their 
amount of resources at hand. The quotation above shows the Webmaster that has the 
most similar approach to our suggestion. We want to underline the importance of using 
the members or as we suggest a focus group to bounce ideas on before new features or 
changes get implemented. In our proposal the feature will not get implemented before 
the Webmaster has made a tangible design proposal that has been approved by the 
focus as we explain in the following chapter. 

 

5.2.2 Developing alternative designs 
When the Webmaster has formed a design proposal out of the embryo s/he passes 

the proposal over to the focus group for approval. One collaborator told us that they 
work in a similar way on their community; he describes their process from idea to 
implemented feature below. During the discussion where this quotation is taken from 
we realized that our collaborators was aware of the importance with prototypes. 
Inspired by our collaborators and the literature we suggest that prototypes should be 
tested and evaluated on a smaller group before initiating the actual implementation.   

 
“First we get a suggestion from one of our member, then we se how the land lies 

with other members. If we get positive feedback we sit down and start producing.”17 
 
The difference between our proposal and how they say they work is that we 

suggest a focus group to bounce ideas on instead of just asking different members. The 
way they work on their community is not remarkably unique, the other Webmasters 
answer that they also work in a similar way on their communities. The benefits with a 
focus group instead of just asking members are discussed in chapter 4.2.2. 

We want to underline that the design process is not only focused on the technical 
aspect of the community (the platform). Since a “design proposal” by our definition is 
any change to the community it could support both usability and sociability.  

If the focus group doesn’t approve the design proposal from the Webmaster the 
proposal has to be redesigned, that means it has to be iterated one more time by the 
Webmaster in cooperation with the focus group. When the focus group approves the 
proposal the implementation could begin.   

                                                 
16 Per Johansson, Webmaster at Pellesoft  
17 A collaborator who has requested to be anonymous  
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5.2.3 Building interactive versions of the designs 
In her third activity Preece suggests that an interactive version of the design should 

be built. She highlights that this is not necessary the same as a software version 
(Preece et al, 2002 p. 169). Since the fact that the web is a highly changeable media 
and the tools for developing web applications make changes in real time possible (see 
chapter 4.1) we argue that the interactive version to be built in this stage of the process 
should be a sharp implementation of the approved design proposal.  

The design proposal can be of such nature that it is not suited to deploy in its 
physical form without pre-testing it on the focus group before it is deployed. For 
example a new set of rules must be discussed and tested carefully before entering the 
community. The latter sentence underlines that this process is not a universal method 
for development suitable for all types of community changes.  

 

5.2.4 Evaluating designs 
The most sensible way for the members to evaluate the design is to interact with it 

(Preece et al, 2002 p. 169) and therefore we suggest that the design has to be realized 
and public for the members as soon as possible. The evaluation activity begins as soon 
as the feature is public for the members. Log analysis (see chapter 3.2.1) tells the 
Webmaster if the newly introduced feature is used or not by the members. This fact 
together with feedback through conversation and from analysis of the content tells if 
the feature is a failure or a success.   

If the implemented feature turned out to be a failure the Webmaster has to redesign 
the feature and then implement the feature again in a second iteration. Thru the 
iteration the Webmaster must not be afraid of new ideas and throwing away bad ones. 
One Webmaster told us the following scenario: 

 
“When C2 was released we had some wired scroll features that was the subject for 

a massive discussion among the members because no one (or few) understood how 
they worked. I had to admit that it was a bad solution and change it back to a more 
conventional solution. If a new feature brings problems for the members they will let 
you know”18 

 
The quotation above made us aware of that our collaborators have intentions to 

take criticism from members serious and do something about it. Criticism could be 
raised against our proposal for taking too much valuable time for Webmasters. Since 
our collaborators expressed that they do major revisions based on members opinions 
already today, we don’t think that the Webmaster would discard our proposal for being 
too time consuming.  

If features become successful the evaluation doesn’t stop. The Webmaster needs to 
evaluate the community during the whole lifecycle and make refinements to the design 
wherever the evaluation shows the need for it. The evaluation process is done with the 
help of the three kinds of feedback that answer different questions separately and 
combined. The idea using different kind of feedback together is not wide spread 
among our collaborators. Some of them grasp this theory but don’t get as close as we 
suggest. The below quotations is from two of our collaborators. 

 
“We go thru our statistics [behavioral feedback] to see what is good and what is 

needed to be improved. We do this together with the letters [conversational feedback] 
received from members” 19. 

 
                                                 
18 Pontus Östlund, Webmaster at Communen 
19 Johan Eek, Webmaster at ClubStockholm 
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“We run a number of applications for log analysis to gather statistics [behavioral 
feedback] about the visits, we also have developed some applications suited for our 
needs to measure activity in the forum. But we don’t measure anything for unique 
members”.20 

 
These two quotations indicate a degree of awareness of the fact that feedback has 

different shapes and has to be handled different in different context. In our case study 
there is only one community that goes so far so they combine different types of 
feedback to get a result. Even though they work in the right direction they don’t go as 
far as we suggest in this thesis.    

 

5.3 Conclusion 
 
We want to start out this thesis conclusion by repeating our research question. 
 
What potential lies in different kinds of feedback received from members and how 

can this feedback be used to improve usability in a community? 
 
As we have underline thru this thesis there is a tremendous potential in the three 

kinds of feedback that we have presented. As we point out in both chapter four and 
chapter five, feedback itself can’t improve the usability; it is what to do with the 
feedback that matters. In the introduction we present a metaphor (the hula -hoop) to 
illustrate the importance of being active as a Webmaster. Webmasters must take time 
to focus on what the members want by analyzing what they do and say. However, a 
Webmaster has no use for carefully gathered feedback if s/he doesn’t know how to use 
it. By working closely with a handful Swedish Webmasters we have formed our 
suggestion about how to capture, understand and use feedback from community 
members.  

We argue that in order to capture what members do and say in an accurate way the 
Webmaster has to take three types of feedback into accountancy. The three types of 
feedback are called conversational-, behavioral feedback and content analysis. 
Conversational feedback is articulated feedback from members, such as email or polls 
that reveal what the members say. Behavioral feedback answers what members 
actually do, this feedback heritages from log analysis and observations. The 
Webmaster conducts content analysis and it is an exposition of the material produced 
by the members in the community. This analysis results in an observation of the 
member’s online identities and reveals both what the members say and do. An online 
identity is the identity that the member shoulders in the community. This is of interest 
for the Webmaster since we argue that it is for this identity the design should be 
conducted.  

Our case study shows that the Webmasters are aware of the potential in the 
different kinds of feedback but they don’t use them in the same extension as we 
propose. We suggest that they use the feedback to create “an image” of a member that 
represents the whole spectrum of members, a persona. The persona should be used as a 
template or a criterion when selecting members to a focus group. By filtering members 
that should  take part in the focus group in this way we argue that the focus group will 
represent the whole spectrum of members more accurate.  

During this thesis we have illustrated our proposals for making our theories more 
clear and understandable. We started with a quite easy iterative process that we later 
refined by introducing focus groups into the process. Our primary suggestion in this 
thesis can be seen in figure 6 where we argue that the focus group should discuss and 
evaluate design proposals from the Webmaster before they are introduced into the 

                                                 
20 Axel Andersson, Webmaster at Animanga 
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community. The final evaluation process of the design must consist of all three kinds 
of feedback from the community members.  

The goal during this work was to answer the research question and we think that 
we have accomplished this goal in this thesis.  
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6.1 Online resources 
 
All online resources listed below were available 2003-05-13. 
  
http://buzz.bazzoka.se 
http://www.animanga.nu 
http://www.clubstockholm.net 
http://www.clubupstairs.nu 
http://www.communen.com 
http://www.lunarstorm.se 
http://www.lunarworks.se 
http://www.maratech.com 
http://www.microsoft.com/windows/netmeeting 
http://www.netiq.com/webtrends 
http://www.pellesoft.nu 
http://www.ssu.se 
http://www.trainingcommunity.nu 
http://www.utsidan.se 
http://www.weblog.com 
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APPENDIX 1 - QUESTIONNAIRE 1   
 
General Questions: 

• What year did you introduce your community? 
• What audience do your community target? 
• What purpose do your community have? 
• Do you have any formulated goals for your community?  

o In such case which goals do you have? 
• Do you believe that the community has reached the formulated goals? 
• Who is behind your community (cooperation, organization or private 

person)? 
• How many persons are involved in your community development team? 

o How is your team organized? 
• Do you market your community in any way, and in that case how? 

 
Proportions: 

• How many members are registered at your community? 
• How many of the members are active? 
• How many logins per month to the community do you have? 

 
End up: 

• What community do you consider to be most successful on the Internet 
(except your own), please motivate your answer? 
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APPENDIX 2 - QUESTIONNAIRE 2   
 
General Questions: 

• Do you have different levels on the members in the community, for 
example status system based on participation? 

o Are there any pros and cons with your system? 
• Do you see any risk with a too small target group for your community? 

 
Member participation: 

• Are the members involved in the design of the community? 
• Is it possible for the members to share their wishes, thoughts and 

complaints in any media within the community? 
• Do you as a Webmaster have any drawn up routines for following up error 

reports and proposals from the members? 
• How can a Webmaster encourage the members to share their opinions? 
• Is there an interest from the members to engage themselves in the 

development of the community? 
o How do the members show their engagement? 

 
Statistic analysis: 

• Do you measure your members’ activity on the community (activity, 
movements and patters)? 

• Do you analyse the result from such measurements? 
o How do you analyse the results? 

• What is the most and least popular function in your community? 
 
Language and community feeling: 

• A commonly used technique is to try to establish a community feeling by 
making the border between members and Webmaster less visible. Do you 
strive to build such a feeling? 

• Do you consider your choice of terms and language when you write to 
your members?  

o How do you adjust your language? 
• On Internet Relay Chats (IRC) operators are tagged with an @-sign in 

front of their names. Do you mark out who and who is not 
operators/administrators/moderators and Webmasters? 
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APPENDIX 3 - QUESTIONNAIRE 3 
 
General Questions: 

• A commonly known problem with global user groups is to find a 
representative user. One technique to solve this problem is to use a so-
called persona. A persona is a fictive person that could be based on field-
material. By using this technique the Webmaster gets a person to refer to 
and to design for. Have you ever reflected over a similar method?  

o Describe your thoughts and experiences if you have tried anything 
similar. 

• Do you see the community as a technical platform or a social world based 
on relations between humans? 

• How does the process from suggestion (from members) to a finished 
community feature look like? 

• Give an example of a feature or function that derives from members’ 
opinions. 

o Describe the scenario 
• How do you filter out less relevant feedback? 
• What characterize a good community? Please motivate your answer. 
• What characterize a less successful community? Please motivate your 

answer. 
• Is there any question that you think we have forgotten and you think is 

relevant for the context? If so pleas ask and answer that question. 
 

 
 
 
 


