
Time, Place and Cyberspace: Foundations

for Successful e-Research Collaboration

Lynne Siemens

Abstract Electronic research (e-Research) collaboration tools have created new

opportunities for research and communication among individuals. These digital

tools facilitate communication and collaboration and allow people across many

geographical locations to coordinate tasks and research output. At times, given the

extensive use of these tools, teams may have an over-reliance on digital tools to the

exclusions of others. Other means to facilitate communication, coordination and

collaboration exist and play an important part in effective research. This chapter

explores the role of both digital and in-person collaboration tools and considers the

need for balance between these within the context of Digital Humanities research

teams, a case study population. First the uses, benefits and trade-offs of various

communication channels are outlined, particularly within the context of interdisci-

plinary and geographically disperse research teams. From there, the role of in-

person interactions, digital tools and social software within the case study commu-

nity and their impact on collaboration will be explored. The primary implication

from the research is that there must be balance between digital tools and social

software and in-person interactions. Technology can supplement, but not replace

face-to-face interaction in collaboration totally. Best practices and recommenda-

tions for academic research teams will conclude the chapter.

1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the role of digital and in-person collabora-

tion tools and to discuss benefits and trade-offs of different communication chan-

nels used in collaborative research. Electronic research (e-research) collaboration
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tools have created new opportunities for research and communication among

individuals, particularly for those who are geographically dispersed (Cummings

and Kiesler 2005). As most individuals can contest, email, a most basic of e-

research collaboration tools, is used to communicate even with those who might

be located just down the hall. Further, documents are routinely shared electronically

through email or online project spaces, rather than physically. And, for many, skype

and other Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) systems have replaced the telephone

for conference calls.

These digital tools facilitate communication and collaboration and allow people

across many geographical locations to coordinate tasks and research output. How-

ever, e-research tools still have not totally conquered the challenges associated with

collaboration at a distance (Cummings and Kiesler 2005; Deepwell and King 2009).

Thus, teams need to expand their collaboration tools to include or reincorporate

in-person interaction. This raises the issue of balance between on-line and in-person

interactions and the use of tools which can facilitate this balance within collaborative

working relationships.

To that end, this chapter explores the role of both e-research collaboration tools

and in-personal interactions and considers the conditions necessary for effective

e-research collaboration, within the context of academic research teams. First, the

uses, benefits and trade-offs of various communication channels are outlined. Then,

the role of digital tools and social software within a case study of an academic

community and their impact on collaboration will be explored. Best practices and

recommendations for academic research teams will conclude the chapter.

2 Context: Role of Communication in Collaborations

To be effective, a research team must find ways to communicate and collaborate in

order to develop trust, build consensus around research questions, methodologies,

and tasks, and coordinate the actual work. Within this context, communication

plays two primary roles. At a basic level, it facilitates the sharing of the information

needed to define, implement, and coordinate tasks. Through discussions, team

members can outline and gain agreement on tasks and responsibilities, and report

progress, moving the entire research project towards its objectives. Second, com-

munication builds a working relationship among team members through the crea-

tion of a common understanding of the research project as a whole. A productive

working relationship creates collaboration and trust while ensuring effective and

efficient communication.

Academic teams, particularly interdisciplinary ones, face additional challenges

in developing these work relationships. The potential for tension is great for these

teams due to differences and ambiguity in the research problem, methodology and

terminology (Fennel and Sandefur 1983). In some cases, academic research teams

may even need to develop a new working vocabulary specific to their particular

research project, which may include redefining commonly used terms to ensure
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specific understanding (Bracken and Oughton 2006). Additionally, academics are

not often prepared for the levels of interdependence required within team research

given their academic training (Birnbaum 1979).

Further, geographically dispersed teams, as are many academic teams, face

additional challenges. Cramton (2001) defines geographically dispersed teams as

“groups of people with a common purpose who carry out interdependent tasks

across locations and time, using technology to communicate much more than they

use face-to-face meetings” (Cramton 2001, pp. 346). These teams may differ in

degrees of “virtuality”, with some collaborating solely on-line while others com-

bining digital communication with face-to-face meetings (Poole and Zhang 2005).

While communication in all forms is a prerequisite to effective collaboration, even

small geographical distances between group members can reduce the amount of

communication between individuals, and by extension, may limit innovation and

productivity (Cech and Rubin 2004). Geographical dispersion may occur even

when team members are at the same institution since disciplines are often located

in different buildings. This communication gap may be further complicated by the

fact that virtual teams may also have members who come from different cultural

backgrounds as well as different organizations. Team members may not share

information about their local context and may be less able to discern differences

between individuals from different cultures (Cramton and Webber 2005). Virtual

collaboration also requires more coordination due to the distance while at the same

time, teams face reduced flexibility in available meeting times given time zones and

travel costs (Lawrence 2006). As a result, geographically dispersed teams must

carefully evaluate their communication patterns to ensure that they are supporting

the collaborative relationship.

Communication and collaboration is conducted through several channels,

depending on the location and time of the sender and receiver, as seen in Table 1.

Each channel employs a different technology and presents benefits and trade-offs to

a research team.

By definition, face-to-face communication is synchronistic, in that it occurs

when the sender and receiver are in the same place at the same time. This form of

communication is the richest media of all the communication channels because it

allows for both the sender and receiver to observe body language and other cues

such as facial expressions, tone of voice, and other gestures, all of which add

context to the actual message. Given the potential for immediate feedback from

Table 1 Categorization of communication/collaboration channels

Same time Different times

Same place Face-to-face collaboration Asynchronous collaboration

(email, listserves, wikis,

e-research collaboration tools)

Different

places

Distributed synchronous (conference

calls through telephone and/or

VOIP, instant messaging)

Distributed asynchronous collaboration

(email, listserves, wikis, e-research

collaboration tools)

Adapted from Precup et al. (2006)
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the various cues, participants can react quickly and provide or ask for further

clarification. This communication channel also allows team members to more

easily learn about each other, thus contributing to the development of trust and

commitment to a project (Connaughton and Daly 2004; Kraut et al. 1987–1988).

Used at the outset of a project, face-to-face discussions can facilitate the develop-

ment of project vision, policy, tasks, group interaction guidelines, other coordina-

tion mechanisms, research objectives and outcomes; these issues are often

ambiguous, have potential for conflict or are very complex in nature (Connaughton

and Daly 2004; Poole and Zhang 2005). From these personal connections, the

relationship can then be sustained through telephone and electronic communication

channels (Connaughton and Daly 2004). Interestingly, despite the increasing reli-

ance on electronic communication, the need for face-to-face interactions has not

diminished, even in the 20 years since Daft et al. (1987) argued for this interaction.

However, geographically dispersed teams face trade-offs with face-to-face

interactions. First, travel time and costs can limit the frequency of such meetings,

which can slow decision making and project reporting. In addition, unlike text-

based communication channels such as emails and listserves, no deliberate record is

created from these meetings. A team member must be assigned to create these

records after the fact.

Emails and other text-based asynchronous communication, such as blogs and

wikis, are a second channel used in collaboration. These forms overcome some of

the barriers that are inherent in face-to-face communication because the sender and

receiver do not have to be in the same place at the same time. In addition, this

method is relatively inexpensive, especially when compared to the current cost of

travel. Project updates can also be sent to many people at once and quickly without

waiting for a meeting. This can become particularly important when team members

are distributed across a wide geographical area. Finally, with the ability to archive,

permanent records of decisions, tasks and deadlines can be created (Poole and

Zhang 2005).

However, this communication channel presents other challenges. Producing text-

based communication can be very time consuming and may require more effort than

verbal communication. In some cases, people type slowly and may omit details that

they may be more likely to share orally, especially since a permanent record is

created. In addition, due to the asynchronous method of accessing email, team

members may be limited in their ability to participate in decision making in a timely

manner (Warkentin et al. 1997). This problem can be acerbated further when a team

is working across many time zones. In some cases, one person may find themselves

excluded from email discussions given that their working day does not correspond

easily with their team members. While emoticons provide some, text-based com-

munication does not provide all the cues present in face-to-face communication

which may present difficulties in developing consensus or resolving conflict (Poole

and Zhang 2005; Warkentin et al. 1997). In addition, given the complex and

ambiguous nature of many academic research projects, email may not be the most

effective method for resolving “complex problems about conceptual and methodo-

logical developments” (Newell and Swan 2000, pp. 1308). Finally, people are not
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always reliable in answering email promptly due to travel and other commitments

(Lawrence 2006). Teammembers may also have differing expectations of appropriate

response times for email and other text-based digital tools.

Conference calls, either by telephone or VOIP, and instant messaging/chat rooms

overcome the same space requirement inherent in face-to-face communication while

still allowing for real time communication and feedback, and transmission of some

important cues (Daft et al. 1987). The integration of video cameras into many

computers has allowed some teams to incorporate the visual within conference

calls. However, these calls come with their own challenges. Sometimes, people

may talk over each other, an annoyance which can be further complicated by time

delays and problems in transmission. In the case of instant messaging, those indivi-

duals who type slowly may be left out of the conversation (Warkentin et al. 1997).

As can be seen, each communication channel presents benefits and tradeoffs. As

a result, each team must decide the best methods for communication and collabo-

ration given these. One tool which can guide decision making is the hierarchy of

richness proposed by Daft et al. (1987), as shown in Fig. 1.

Within this context of communication and collaboration, the question to con-

sider is the ways in which interdisciplinary academic research teams draw upon

collaboration tools, digital and others, to facilitate their research. To answer this

question, a case study of one academic community heavily involved in e-research

collaboration will be explored.

3 Methodology: Case Study of Digital Humanities Community

Drawing upon the experiences within an interdisciplinary academic community, the

role of in-person interactions and e-research tools and their impact on collaboration

will be explored. The academic community is Digital Humanities (DH), which is a

Telephone/VOIP

Written, Address
Documents (note,
memo, letter, email,
e-research
collaboration tools)

Unaddressed Documents
(flier, bulletin, standard
Report)

Face-to-Face 
High 

Media Richness

Low 

Best for communication that
may be ambiguous, have
potential for conflict, or is
complex

Best for more structured
communication such as
information sharing and
progress reports

Best for simple standard
information

Fig. 1 Hierarchy of richness (Connaughton and Daly 2004; Daft et al. 1987; Poole and Zhang 2005)
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field of study that is, by necessity, interdisciplinary. Broadly speaking, DH involves

the application of computers and various digital tools and resources to the study

of Humanities. This community has been among the early adopters of e-research

tools. Given the research complexity, teams are often comprised of content experts,

computer scientists, programmers and software developers, library and information

specialists, and students. Research outcomes include analytical software, databases,

electronic manuscripts and texts, and websites (Schreibman et al. 2004). For

examples of Digital Humanities projects, please see TAPoR (http://portal.tapor.

ca/portal/portal), INKE (http://www.inke.ca/), Internet Shakespeare Editions

(http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/index.html) and others. These teams are gener-

ally geographically dispersed while the research remains highly integrated and

coordinated (Siemens 2009).

The data reported on in this chapter is drawn from a larger study examining

research terms within this community (Siemens 2009). This research used a qualita-

tive approach with in-depth interviews with members of various multi-disciplinary,

multi-location project teams in Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom

(Marshall and Rossman 1999). The interview questions focused on the participants’

definition of teams; their experiences working in teams; and the types of supports

and research preparation required to ensure effective and efficient research. As part

of the interviews, participants discussed their use of digital tools for communication

and collaboration.

A grounded theory approach guided the analysis with a focus on the themes that

emerged from the data. This analysis was broken into several steps. First, the data

was organized, read and coded to determine categories, themes and patterns. These

were tested for emergent and alternative understandings, both within a single

interview and across all interviews. This is an iterative process, involving move-

ment between data, codes and concepts, constantly comparing the data to itself and

the developing concepts. The literature was also drawn upon to support the data

analysis and interpretation (Marshall and Rossman 1999).

4 Findings: e-Research Communication Tools,

Uses and Drawbacks

The individuals interviewed currently are and have been part of a diverse range

of team projects, in terms of research objectives, team membership size, budget,

and geographical dispersion. Team membership was drawn from their own institu-

tions and, in many cases, from other organizations nationally, and/or internation-

ally, meaning that these teams operated across time zones. The roles they play were

and continue to be varied and include research assistant, researcher, computer

programmer and developer, lead investigator, and others. Within their work, these

individuals and their teams rely on face-to-face communication, conference calls,

emails, listserves, wikis, and blogs.
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Given the nature of DH research and the geographical spread, the teams in which

these interviewees were members showed an affinity for electronic communication

within their collaboration. However, despite the community’s networked relation-

ship, the need for face time has not disappeared. This particular point will be

explored below. A summary of the various communication and collaboration

channels and uses are outlined in Table 2.

The e-research tools were primarily text-based and included wikis, blogs, web-

sites, email, listserves, shared online project spaces, and instant messaging. For

example, many teams established wikis and blogs for record keeping of decisions,

tasks and deadlines. Two participants mentioned that wikis were used to take notes

during meetings, thus creating instant records. Another interviewee reinforced this

use of wikis and listserves by stating “that a successful team needs recordkeeping”.

In fact, one participant stated that they missed the project blog “when it had to be

shut down for a while”. This blog ensured that “information pertaining to standards

and protocols are available in the latest form to all team members” and provided a

“history of the project”.

Emails and project listserves are particularly useful for sharing information with

many people. Teams generally established rules for listserves to ensure that infor-

mation is sent to all team members without evaluating in advance who might need

it. As one participant stated, “all email, no matter how trivial or focused on one

person, needed to go to the listserve... because one does not know for whom that

information will be relevant in advance”. Another echoed this by saying that

“everything is put on the listserve because one cannot decide in advance whether

an item is important to a few”. To manage potential information overload, many

Table 2 Tools, uses and drawbacks

e-Text Verbal

Types of communication

and collaboration tools

l Wikis
l Blogs
l Websites
l Email/listserves
l Online project spaces
l Instant messaging

l Face-to-face (formal and informal

meeting)
l Conference calls (telephone and

VoIP)

Uses l Recordkeeping/archives
l Information sharing/reporting

progress in timely manner

l Meals/drinks as motivation
l Create personal connections/

bonding
l Create a sense of team/

commitment and obligation to

the project
l Social atmosphere
l Deal with “thorny” issues
l Develop work plans
l Scheduled work time on project

tasks

Drawbacks l Seen as one more thing to do
l Easy to ignore
l Difficult to create personal

connections

l Time/travel/costs
l Difficult to demonstrate progress/

results on conference call
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groups had a general listserve for the whole project with additional ones dedicated

to subproject areas. Some teams also incorporated instant messaging for quick

exchanges in real time. Finally, some teams used collaborative writing tools. One

participant stated that “all of his grants are collaborative” and the teams in which he

is involved use google.docs for writing and version control. Overall, these various

tools prove to be particularly effective for those teams whose members are geo-

graphically dispersed and very busy.

However, despite all their benefits, the participants identified some challenges

with these e-research text-based methods. For example, wikis were often perceived

by group members as just one more task added to an already full schedule. In

addition, participants were disappointed that wikis are not yet fulfilling their

expectations as a collaborative writing tool. They felt that this change may come

as people become more familiar with the software and process. Of course, all

participants identified the challenge of overflowing email inboxes and the fact

that some team members do not respond to emails in a timely manner, if at all.

Also, they stated that email is often susceptible to misinterpretation because it lacks

context. One participant also highlighted that “people read the email and think that

they understand and may be totally wrong”. Finally, the participants found that it

is difficult to bond and create the personal connections necessary for trust and

accountability over email. To overcome this often impersonal nature of email, one

team posted all members’ pictures to their project bulletin board and ensured the

photos accompanied all messages. While this was originally thought to be slightly

“hokey”, this move was useful in creating connections, especially given the

project’s geographical diversity. This team plans to explore the potential of video

conferencing to further exploit the advantages that come from “seeing the face”.

These research teams also draw upon verbal communication channels. Regular

conference calls are standard for many teams, though the telephone has been

replaced largely by VOIP systems, primarily due to cost. This community appears

to be among the early adopters of this technology. Besides conference calls,

the various research teams use face-to-face meetings to facilitate the collaboration.

The frequency of these interactions varied according to the team and project. The

importance and value of these face-to-face conversations should not be under-

estimated. From these discussions, the crucial atmosphere of personal obligation

was created. As one participant stated, people do not necessarily feel responsibility

for the work or team unless they meet in person or communicate by phone. In fact,

one respondent stated that one project that they had worked on “was not successful

because they did not have any face-to-face contact”. Funding was not available to

meet in this manner. In this interviewee’s opinion, “phone does not replace the face-

to-face”. Another stated that “being in the same room meant that social capital

could be built up in tangible ways”. To reinforce this idea, a third participant stated

that these meetings allowed for “cohesion building”, though they were not done

primarily for that purpose.

One interviewee stated that yearly team meetings served two primary purposes.

First, the gatherings were an opportunity “to review the previous year’s work and

outline the tasks for the upcoming year”. Second, they were also the time to resolve

those “thorny” issues that could not be easily addressed on conference calls or by
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email. As one participant stated, breakthroughs came when people met together.

The meetings were also a time to have a “big dinner with wine, leaving everyone

happy” as they return home, in the words of one interviewee. Another participant

echoed this thought with their own experience. Their planning consisted both of the

formal agenda as well as dinner and drinks. These two different types of interac-

tions serve to reinforce “the working relationship that sustained the team through

the project’s stresses and strains”. They went on to state that “since the team did not

have day to day frequent interaction, there was potential for the project to spiral out

and for people to do their own thing otherwise”. Another participant stated that their

research group did not feel as much like a team when there was too much time

between meetings. Finally, several participants commented on the value of con-

ferences as another avenue for personal communication and an opportunity to

continue developing personal relationships. In fact, one participant realized that

they no longer attended many papers while at conference because they were busy

meeting with their collaborators.

Besides regular planning meetings, some of the research teams scheduled face-

to-face work time. These opportunities provided concentrated time, often away

from home institutions and daily commitments, for team members to work collab-

oratively on assorted project tasks. The participants who used these types of

interactions stressed that the time was not for meeting, but rather concentrated

work time that allowed for clearly identifiable progress and “to push past obstacles”

on the research project. As one interviewee stated, “lots of work gets done” at these

sessions. Ultimately, in-person meetings helped to refocus everyone back on the

project or “reboot the machine”. One interviewee felt that “three to four people is an

efficient size” for this type of meeting.

As can be seen, these teams draw upon the more media rich channels for the

more complex discussions, the ones focused on resolving conflict, planning work

and deadlines, and creating productive working relationships. The face-to-face

meetings are critical in this regard with the combination of formal agenda and

informal discussions over meals. To date, these teams have not found a way to

replicated these within the online environment. Again, the use of these media rich

channels becomes important for developing the relationship that sustains the work

once teams collaborate in the electronic environment. The less media rich channels

such as emails, listserves, wikis, blogs, and project spaces are used for information

sharing and recordkeeping. At the time of the interviews, these participants were

not using social networking, such as facebook, within their teams, but that may be

another e-research tool to explore for its potential.

5 Implications of Research Results: Finding the Balance

Between e-Research Tools and In-person Communications

DH teams are similar to other types of academic research teams. They draw upon a

variety of collaboration and communication tools to facilitate the research and

experience similar types of challenges, including coordination, communication,
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and others (Cummings and Kiesler 2005; Deepwell and King 2009; Lawrence

2006).

Perhaps the primary implication from this research is the need for balance

between e-research tools and in-person interactions. Digital technology can supple-

ment, but cannot fully replace the face-to-face in collaboration. The balance

between these will change over time according to different research objectives

and the relationship between team members (Kraut et al. 1987–1988). A greater use

of digital tools may be possible in research projects where people have an extensive

history of collaborating with each other. In her review of a large e-research science

project, Lawrence (2006) found that since many of the members had worked

together previously, the team was able to incorporate greater use of e-research

technologies. However, the team still relied on “old-fashioned” methods with video

and telephone conference calls to build links with new members.

This balance needs to be built into project plans and budgets. As discussed, the

in-person interactions not only allow for project planning, but also provide an

opportunity for team members to learn about each other on professional and

personal levels. Handy (1995) argues that the more that a team operates virtually,

the more that it must create opportunities for face-to-face interactions. These types

of meetings focus on process and facilitate learning about each other and building

trust, rather than solely on tasks. These are particularly important at a project’s

beginning stages, where the ambiguity and potential conflict are at their greatest,

especially when individuals from different academic backgrounds and training are

involved, and when team members must develop a common understanding of the

research project, methodologies, tasks and deadlines (Cramton 2001). These initial

meetings set the tone upon which team members can operate effectively and

efficiently in the virtual environment. At the same time, regular face-to-face meet-

ings, both for the hard discussions that can be difficult over email, but also for

reinforcing that sense of team, must be scheduled. A caution in this regard, travel

may become less exciting over time (Cummings and Kiesler 2005) and may be hard

to balance with other obligations over the longer term. As teams move to incorpo-

rate e-research tools, they need to ensure that everyone’s computer is adequate for

the job; otherwise, frustration can ensue.

As the collaboration and research progresses, project leaders and other team

members might consult the hierarchy of media richness to determine appropriate

communication and collaboration channels in advance. For example, for discus-

sions, particularly for those potentially contentious issues, face-to-face meetings or

conference calls might be the most appropriate. Dedicated work time as a team

can also be a possibility for deliberate forward movement on particular project tasks

(Ruecker et al. 2008). On the other hand, text-based communication might be

the most appropriate for record keeping and document storage. As individuals

become more comfortable with wikis and other similar tools, on-line collaborative

writing might become more popular. These online tools can facilitate the various

tasks, such as brainstorming, outlining, drafting, reviewing, revising, copyediting

and controlling document versions, associated with collaborative writing (Lowry

et al. 2004).
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While these participants were silent on the characteristics of effective

e-research tools, other research suggests what is needed. Ultimately, teams need

to easily develop, manage, track and store tasks, information and documents,

facilitate ongoing communication, make group decisions, and schedule meetings

and other tasks (Cummings and Kiesler 2005; Deepwell and King 2009). The

range of e-research tools that accomplish these include, and by no means limited

to, portals, data repositories, software, data sources, content and project manage-

ment, document sharing and e-publication. Examples might include mynetre-

search (www.mynetresearch.org), Sakai Project (www.sakaiproject.or), webex

(www.webex.com) and basecamp (www.basecamphq.com) to name but a few.

To be useful, any e-research tool must work across computer platforms and

operating systems. The key challenge for teams is to find ways to incorporate

these effectively and efficiently (Severance et al. 2007). Again, a balance must be

struck within the use of e-research tools. They cannot generate additional work

for team members or otherwise they will not be incorporated. In addition, any

tool must be simple and easy to use, especially for those using collaborative

technology for the first time. Teams might also consider using the tools, such as

email, online calendar systems, listserves and conference calls, already at their

disposal more effectively and efficiently, rather than incorporating new ones

(Deepwell and King 2009). Lawrence (2006) suggests the establishment of

communication and collaborative norms and expectations with questions such

as “Who should be informed of events?” “What issues need to be discussed and

in what format (email, teleconference, face-to-face)?” “What are expectations of

requirements for participation, frequency and timing of meetings?” “How will

time zones be rotated?” and “What are protocols regarding flagging urgency in

emails and decision-making?” Ultimately, she suggests that simple may be best

while teams strive to communicate while not overwhelming individuals. Teams

must agree to use these tools and abide by the norms over the life of the project.

At the same time, opportunity exists to revisit these decisions, especially as

technology becomes cheaper and more accessible. For example, many computers

now come with video cameras opening the possibility for inexpensive video

conferencing.

Research teams must communicate regularly through a variety of channels to

develop collaborative relationships. Through communication, team members

can share information and build trust and excitement (Poole and Zhang 2005).

Geographically dispersed teams can be overwhelmed by time zone differences

which may create a sense of isolation among team members (Deepwell and King

2009; Poole and Zhang 2005). Regular communication, especially that which

incorporates the personal, can address this. In these cases, the personal can include

discussion of the weather and family, the types of interaction that often occurs

between colleagues meeting in the hall or at mailboxes. Posting pictures to project

websites can also be useful in this regard (Majchrzak et al. 2004). Research teams

must establish the collaborative relationships, in whatever form, early in the project

and realize that it takes time for a team to incorporate these tools into their

work patterns (Deepwell and King 2009). Finally, the importance of informal
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communication which occurs at non-project meetings, such as conferences, should

not be underestimated. These opportunities can facilitate the building of trust

among team members without necessarily engaging difficult topics.

Finally, an opportunity for advocacy with granting agencies exists. Many fund-

ing agencies are strongly encouraging collaboration between researchers across

universities, other research institutions and the general community in order to deal

with complex and integrated research questions and problems (Newell and Swan

2000). To achieve the level of collaboration that these grants require, researchers

must argue for increased travel and hospitality funding. As discussed, face-to-face

meetings are an important collaboration tool which cannot be easily replaced with

e-research tools. Funding agencies must realize that increased cost and coordination

is involved in these types of collaborations and then provide the necessary resources

(Cummings and Kiesler 2005; Lawrence 2006). At the same time, funding agencies

can also play a role by developing guidelines and best practices for collabora-

tion, face-to-face interaction and e-research tool use (Deepwell and King 2009;

Lawrence 2006). As one example, Canada’s Social Sciences and Humanities

Research Council (SSHRC) commissioned a review of the Major Collaborative

Research Initiatives (MCRI) Program which provided a series of best practices to

support large scale collaborative projects (Kishchuk 2005).

6 Conclusions and Recommendations for Global

Research Teams

In conclusion, e-research tools are expanding the opportunities for collaboration

among academics, particularly those who are geographically dispersed. No longer

is recruiting the right person to a project limited by geography (Cramton and

Webber 2005), but that geography still creates challenges that must be overcome

by the team. To be effective, global teams need to apply various communication

and collaboration tools, drawing upon their respective strengths, in a variety

of purposes within the project. As discussed, a balance between e-research tools

and face-to-face is needed for effective collaboration. Given the importance of

face-to-face meetings for creating and reinforcing personal relationships, estab-

lishing research direction, and resolving ambiguities and “thorny issues”, global

teams could envision these types of meetings at the beginning of the collabora-

tion and at regular intervals in the project’s life. From that base, teams could rely

further on e-research tools for task coordination, recordkeeping, document

sharing, and reporting, using these tools to their best advantage. Ultimately, as

explored above, each research team must negotiate the right balance of these

tools for their members given factors such as the history of the work relationship

among team members, the team’s geographical spread, comfort level with

various e-research tools, travel and hospitality budgets, and others.
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