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In my previous Research Briefs for FacilitateProceedings, | shared a summary of the purpose
and structure for my long-term, comprehensive study of the effectiveness of multiple
collaborative systems venues. | also shared the results to date of the effectiveness of six
meeting venues on the bottom line of organizations. In the bottom-line study reported a
few months ago in this blog, readers may have noticed | used statistics to analyze the data.

In the larger, long-term study, | anlayze the data using not only statistical techniques, but
also by using “qualititative methods of inquiry,” a newer research method that helps
researchers and practitioners understand not just “what” they are seeing in the research
results, but “why.”

I noticed the questions | received from my first blog posting asked my opinion about why
we were seeing some of the results. Understanding “why” is very important to help us
guide decision making in the workplace. Using qualitative methods helps us understand
and more accurately interpret the results of the research. When qualitative methods are
combined with statistical (sometimes called quantitative, or empirical) methods, the result
enhances the power of our research, allowing us to interpret in a more valid and meaningful
way. We can then “triangulate” the results, that is, view it from multiple perspectives.

As a reminder, with each of my contributions, | will refer readers to the full published article
that addresses each blog summary. All the resarch | share with you in this blog have been
double blind reviewed and accepted by other scholars in my field for publication in national
and international journals and proceedings. This means that the research | summarize for
you in this blog has already been reviewed and deemed credible by top scholars in my field.

These blogs are intended to communicate the results of my already published research to
practitioners who are best qualified to apply the results of my research in the workplace. |
always appreciate and encourage your feedback; you are the best qualified to judge the
relevant application of my research in the workplace.

The research stream reported in my postings for this blog reflect the results of a long-term
work in process. The results and data continue to evolve and become richer over time. As |
continue to add facilitation venues and collect more data in this study, over time, a clearer
picture will emerge to help guide us all to design the most effective meetings using
technology. The ultimate result of this research is to design meeting decision models and
processes that will help practioners choose the most effective methods to conduct
meetings globally, across time and space, using the latest technology. For example, this
month, not only did | add more data to this study, but | also added additional meeting

© 2009 Facilitate.com www.Facilitate.com 1| Page


mailto:d.kizzier@moreheadstate.edu

Facilitate.com
Research Brief

venues that enable meeting participants to integrate real-time audio/video communication
with real-time desktop sharing in meetings that use collaborative meeting software such as
FacilitatePro.

Readers may find it useful to reference my my previous blog postings and links for
additional background related to this research. The full published article from which this
summary was written is listed in the reference at the end of this blog.

Study Purpose

The purpose of the larger, more comprehensive study, is to study the effectiveness of six
collaborative systems (CS). The larger study used mixed methods (quantitative and qualitative
methods of inquiry) to compare 26 validated effectiveness factors clustered under 6 constructs for
6 meeting venues.

The meeting venues studied to date are:

Face to face meetings with collaborative systems (CS)
Face to face with collaborative systems

Teleconference (audio only) with collaborative systems
Audio and video with collaborative systems (web cam)
Asynchrohnous text messaging with collaborative systems
Synchronous text messaging with collaborative systems

SN

Research Questions

The quantitative piece of this larger study study addressed the following research
guestions: What are the perceptions of meeting participants and facilitators toward each
construct/factor? Does a significant difference exist in perception toward each
factor/construct among the meeting venues? What quantity and quality of ideas are
generated for each of the meeting venues? Does a significant difference in quantity/quality
exist among meeting venues? What are the perceptions of session observers toward six
factors across meeting venues? Does a significant difference exist for observer factors
among the meeting venues?

The qualitative piece reported here was designed to verify and deepen understanding of
the quantitative findings, using the power of mixed methods to triangulate findings.
Perceptions of facilitators, participation and observers toward the effectiveness of each
meeting venue are discussed. Common themes emerging from narrative description are
discussed.

Significance

This study is significant because previous research studied primarily same-time, same-place
meetings using face-to- face facilitation. Recent developments in web meeting technology
have enabled different-place, different-time electronic meetings; however, to date, such
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meetings are described as not effective. The key outcomes for practioners from this
research is to develop processes to effectively facilitate meetings across time zones.

Research Methods

Table 1 summarizes the number of facilitators, participants and observers by each
facilitation venue. Narrative comments from all 479 study participants were analyzed to
produce the results for this summary. Each meeting under study typically had 15-20
participants with 2-4 facilitators, plus 3-5 observers. The agenda and time format was
controlled for each meeting. To simulate reality, study participants were varied for each
meeting; all were trained and had freedom to infuse personality within the time and agenda
controls in the study. Each meeting used brainstorming and rating methods to conduct a 30
minute modified SWOT (strength, weakness and opportunity) analysis of participants” work
environment.

Table 1
Facilitation Mode by Study Participant Type
Collaborative Systems (CS) Study
Qualitative Analysis
F2F F2F Audio Web Cam | Synch- Total
without | with with with ronous
(o) (o) Cs Cs Web
With
cs
Participants | 129 76 32 25 4 51 | 317
Facilitators 21 21 9 11 6 7 |75
Observers 23 25 10 8 4 17 | 87
Total 173 122 51 44 14 75 | 479

As illustrated in Table 1, qualitative narrative was collected from meeting participants,
facilitators and observers. Three to five observers were present for each meeting; the role
of the observers was to focus upon the effectiveness of the meetings. During each of the
meetings, observers transcribed written comments online in response to open-ended
guestions regarding the effectiveness of the venue observed. Each participant and
facilitator also transcribed narrative online immediately after their meeting experience,
noting strengths and weaknesses of the venue. Using a modified grounded theory
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approach, 106 single spaced pages of narrative transcripts from facilitators, participants and
observers were analyzed.

Results and Discussion

The following results are discussed by each effectiveness factor.

Problem Solving

The first problem solving factor studied whether the meeting venue was structured and
focused on problem solving. The second factor addressed whether the meeting venue had
the ability to produce unique ideas of higher quality.

Both face to face venues were perceived as focused and smooth. Both face-to-face venues
provided effective reporting. The ability to focus on issues rather than technology was a
plus in the face-to-face without CS meeting venue. Very few recognized web methods
(using text messaging) as focused and smooth or providing effective reporting. Lack of
nonverbal cues and confusion were noted as problems in web venues, especially in
synchronous with CS. The teleconferencing (audio only) method was recognized as focused
and smooth. In sum, face-to-face venues were identified as the most effective to structure
and focus problem solving, with teleconferencing next most effective and the web
approaches (using text messaging) as the least effective.

Face to face venues provided valid, honest and high quality ideas. However, limited idea
generation was reported in the face to face with CS venue. Synergy was strength of the
face to face without CS and, in the asynchronous with CS venue, which used only text
messaging and email messages spread thoroughly a week-long period of time. A moderate
number of comments noted both audio only with CS and asynchronous with CS as providing
valid, honest, high quality ideas. All venues except asynchronous with CS resulted in
inadequate idea elaboration, possibly because of the time limitations and lack of reflective
time allowed for the 30 minute long synchronous meetings... Face to face methods
provided the highest quality ideas; however, the number of ideas were limited when CS was
not used. Telecommunications and asynchronous web, both with CS, at this stage of the
study, hold promise, for generating high quality ideas when a face to face meeting with CS is
not feasible.

Readers may recall from the last blog that more recent meeting participants reported an
increased level of effectiveness for web (audio and video) meetings using CS, at least in
empirical results; however, qualitative analysis has not yet been completed for newly
collected qualitative narrative.

Group Processes

The group processes construct included five factors. The first group processes factor was
ability to keep the session on task. Face to face venues were the most effective for keeping
the session on task, with audio only with CS the next most effective and web approaches
(using text messaging) with CS as the least effective. Problems such as being off task and
empty gaps in discussion were noted in the face to face without CS meeting. Lack of
nonverbal cues was identified as a discouraging factor in audio only and synchronous text
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messaging with CS venues. Synchronous with CS, which used text messaging, was
identified as an especially confusing venue. In sum, face to face venues were the most
effective and web-enhanced venues are the least effective for keeping a session on task.
Non verbal cues for facilitators and lack of personal support for participants were identified
as discouraging factors for non-face-to-face venues.

The second group process factor addressed minimization of gender inequities. Equal
opportunity was noted for most CS enhanced venues. A large number of comments noted
inequitable participation in the face to face without CS venue. A related group process
factor examined achievement of equal participation because of anonymity and parallel
input. For this factor, CS-enabled venues outshined the face to face without CS venue. Face
to face, synchronous, and audio only (all enabled by CS) had a moderate number of
comments noting equal participation. Discouraging comments noted that anonymity was
impossible when CS was not used, equitable participation was not possible, and many felt
intimidated when called upon to speak. In sum, CS-enabled methods overcame inequitable
participation.

The fourth group process factor addressed energy and group focus because of active
participation. Personality, interaction, and motivational strategies were identified as
holding interest across all six meeting venues. Some noted the hands-on engagement of CS
held interest. Many noted physical presence held interest in the four venues that
incorporated audio, video or personal presence. An examination of the discouraging factors
found lack of interest, lack of human interaction and charisma and confusion as
discouraging factors, most especially for the synchronous web (using text messaging) with
CS venue. The discouraging factor that “popped out” most dramatically was that
technology can sometimes limit communication, esp. when video and audio are not
present. In sum, all venues can hold interest, with synchronous with CS being the most
challenging to hold interest, possibly because of technological limitations in communication
(delayed and one-way only).

The final group process examined how the venues encouraged objective idea evaluation.
Although comfortable and open facilitation was noted across all venues, facilitator bias,
inequitable participation and group dynamics bias were noted as potential constraints with
the face to face with CS facilitation mode. Anonymity is reported as a common factor in
that can limit objective idea evaluation in face- to-face venues.

Leadership Commitment

Six relevant Leadership Commitment factors issues emerged from the narrative
examination. The first two Leadership Commitment factors examined whether leadership
facilitation skills could either make a poorly planned meeting worse or a well planned
meeting better. The results suggested that facilitation and technology skill levels held by
facilitators can affect all meeting venues. The potential to make a poorly planned worse
was most noticeable for face to face with EMS, a venue that requires both personal and
technological skill levels. The effect seemed to be more evident for venues that enabled
participants to visually view the facilitators, whether on video or in person.
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All venues were perceived as smooth and easy in which to facilitate and participate; the
positive influence of the facilitator was mentioned much more frequently in venues in
which participants could see or hear the facilitator. In sum, comfortable, open facilitation
was noted across all venues; however, facilitator bias, inequitable participation and group
dynamics bias were noted as constraints for the face to face without CS facilitation mode.

The next three Leadership Commitment factors addressed how effectively the various
venues worked with diverse leadership styles, in diverse situations and with diverse
organizational cultures. CS may help eliminate leadership struggle or conflict. The two face
to face venues might infuse facilitator bias into meetings; CS-enabled venues were
perceived as offering unbiased facilitation. All venues except the audio and video (web
cam) venue prompted comments describing a comfortable, open meeting environment that
might lend itself to diverse situations and cultures. One concern was foreign language
translation challenges; however, systems are available today to help overcome language
translation challenges face to face or in web venues.

In sum, all venues were perceived as easy in which to facilitate and participate; however
facilitation and technology skill levels can affect all meeting venues. The effect of facilitator
skill was most pronounced in venues in which participants could see and hear facilitators;
the most dramatic effect appeared to be in the face to face with CS meeting.

The final Leadership Commitment factor examined if venues could help resolve counter-
productive conflicts between leadership styles. Although one comment noted face to face
with CS could eliminate leadership struggle; twenty comments noted that facilitator bias
could be a concern with both face to face methods. In sum, all CS venues foster an
unbiased, comfortable, open environment that might lend itself to diverse situations and
cultures. Face to face methods can infuse bias.

Bottom line issues

Four bottom line issues were examined. The first factor addressed whether venues could
reduce labor costs through such factors as productivity increases, travel time savings, and
the like. All venues were identified as efficient and effective, with the two face to face
venues stimulating the most effectiveness comments. Synchronous also stimulated a
number of effectiveness comments. All CS-enabled venues were mentioned as offering
potential to save travel expenses. Face to face without CS was identified as not mobile and
expensive. Face to face with CS was identified by many as being limited by time; most of
these comments mentioned the meeting seemed too rushed, with participants and
facilitators overloaded.

In sum, all venues were identified as effective, with face to face and synchronous CS venues
stimulating the most effectiveness comments. All CS venues offered potential financial
savings; however, face to face without CS is not mobile and therefore expensive. Face to
face with CS participants and facilitators felt overloaded.
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The second bottom line factor examined idea quality through anonymous constructive
criticism. All venues were perceived as generating valid, honest high quality ideas,
especially the face to face, teleconferences (audio only) and synchronous (text messaging)
venues using CS. Synergy appeared especially evident in the face to face without CS venue.
All venues except web cam (audio and video) with CS noted inadequate idea elaboration as
a discouraging factor. Face to face without CS were perceived as limiting idea generation, a
discouraging factor.

In sum, all venues generated valid, high quality ideas, especially face to face, teleconference
(audio only) and synchronous (text messaging) venues. Synergy appeared especially
evident in the face to face without EMS venue. All venues except audio and video (web
cam) with CS identified inadequate idea elaboration as a discouraging factor. Face to face
without CS noted limited idea generation as a discouraging factor.

The third bottom line factor looked at contribution to improved quality of meeting results.
As noted elsewhere, all venues were perceived as efficient and effective; however, face to
face without CS and synchronous with CS was perceived as “not effective” by some. A
deeper analysis of comments suggests that reservations toward face to face without CS
stem from technological limitations, validity and low response rates. When CS capability is
added to face to face, more discouraging factors were mentioned, including time pressure,
and some avoidance of participation. With CS (using the anonymous feature) came an
additional factor that was mentioned for most CS modes, that is, increased inappropriate or
“silly” ideas. The potential for the technology to limit objective achievement was
commonly mentioned, especially for synchronous with CS mode.

In sum, although all venues were perceived as efficient and effective, face to face without
CS and synchronous with CS was perceived as “not effective” by some. Problems with face
to face without CS included technology constraints, low response, and validity. Adding CS
capability enhanced time pressure, participation avoidance, technology problems and
inappropriate ideas

The final bottom line factor addressed participant satisfaction. Encouraging factors
included ease of use for all venues, especially for the face-to-face venues. The infusion of
personality, motivational strategies and interaction was also noted as encouraging for all
venues, especially face to face with CS. All venues were identified as providing a
comfortable meeting atmosphere, especially the face to face and telecommunications
venues. Discouraging factors provided additional insight. Most notable was the potential
for technology to discourage effective communication across all venues. Human interaction
and personality limitations and confusion were noted as discouraging factors, especially for
the synchronous web (text messaging) with CS meeting mode.

In sum, all venues, especially face to face, were easy to use and comfortable and
incorporated motivational strategies, including personality and interaction. However,
technology could discourage effective communication across all venues. Most especially for
synchronous with CMS, ineffective communication caused by limited technology and
human interaction could enhance confusion.
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Organizational issues

Only one organizational issue was addressed, that is, whether the venue could be used
successfully at geographically dispersed sites. Not surprising, several comments noted that
all venues that did not require a facilitator physically present could be used successfully at
geographically dispersed sites. Complications caused by technology were frequently
mentioned, most dramatically for the synchronous (text message) mode with CS. The
synchronous mode with CS (text messaging only) was also perceived as confusing for those
participating at a distance.

Conclusions
The conclusions are organized by each construct/factor discussed earlier:

Problem Solving:
1. Face to face without CS is the most effective venue for structuring and focusing
problem solving, with teleconferencing next most effective and the web approaches
as the least effective.

2. Although the number of ideas is more limited without CS, face to face methods
provide the highest quality ideas. Telecommunications and asynchronous web with
CS, hold promise for generating high quality ideas.

Group Processes
3. Face to face venues are the most effective and web-enhanced venues the least
effective for keeping a session on task. Lack of nonverbal cues for facilitators and
lack of personal support for participants hindered web venues.

4. CS-enabled venues support equitable participation.

5. Although all venues can hold interest, synchronous with CS was the most challenged
in holding interest, potentially because technology hindered communication.

6. Comfortable, open facilitation was noted across all venues; however, facilitator bias,
inequitable participation and group dynamics bias were noted as constraints for the
face to face with CS facilitation mode.

Leadership Commitment
7. All venues were perceived as easy to facilitate and participate in; however,
facilitation and technology skill levels can affect all meeting venues. The effect of
facilitator skill was most pronounced in venues in which participants could see and
hear facilitators; the most dramatic effect appeared to be in the face to face with CS
meeting.

8. All CS venues foster an unbiased, comfortable, open environment that might lend
itself to diverse situations and cultures. Face to face methods can infuse bias.
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Bottom Line

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

All venues were identified as effective, with face to face venues and synchronous CS
venues stimulating the most effectiveness comments.

All CS venues offered potential financial savings; face to face without CS was
identified as not mobile and expensive.

Face to face with CS participants and facilitators noted feeling overloaded and
rushed for time.

All venues generated valid, high quality ideas, especially face to face, teleconference
and synchronous venues. Synergy appeared especially evident in the face to face
without CS venue. All venues except web cam (audio and video) with CS noted
inadequate idea elaboration as a discouraging factor. Face to face without CS noted
limited idea generation as a discouraging factor.

Although all venues were perceived as efficient and effective; face to face without
CS and synchronous with CS was perceived as “not effective” by some. Problems
with face to face without CS included technology constraints, validity and low
response. Adding CS capability enhanced time pressure, participation avoidance,
technology problems and inappropriate ideas.

All venues, especially face to face were easy to use and comfortable and
incorporated motivational strategies, including personality and interaction.
However, technology could discourage effective communication across all venues.
Especially for synchronous with CS, ineffective communication caused by limited
technology and human interaction could enhance confusion.

Organizational Issues

15.

All venues except face to face could be successful at geographically dispersed sites.
Complications caused by technology were frequently mentioned as limiting
participation at a distance, most dramatically for synchronous with CS.
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