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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examined the online interactions of a Facebook group over a 

six-month period of time in an effort to answer questions about group identity, 

meaning making, and cultural impacts on the group. The dissertation was exploratory 

in nature and did not seek to prove a theory but rather to provide a more descriptive 

examination of group processes. In order to understand the impact that socially 

situated knowledge had on a virtual group [Facebook group] of people primarily 

located in Papua New Guinea, a process analysis was used to examine the most widely 

discussed posts occurring during the period of May through October, 2012. Providing 

a different perspective to the group interactions, a conversation mapping tool, adapted 

from the field of genome mapping, was also used. Findings related to the group’s 

common identity indicated that the primary characteristic exhibited by group members 

was information sharing in the form of suggestions, opinions, and orientations 

(instructions and clarifications). A second characteristic was found in expressions of 

solidarity seen in posts that provided encouragement and support. Findings relating to 

meaning making indicated that rather than reliance on top-down information sharing, 

from the group administrators to the general membership, for example, exchanges 

between and among all levels of members occurred in most of the interactions. This 

sharing of information among members with varying degrees of knowledge resulted in 

a continuing process of meaning making within the group. Findings related to cultural 

impacts on the group’s identity introduced a more malleable, more fluid, blurred edge 

model of cultural differences among group members than was expected based on 

previous cultural group studies. Additional data provided by this study indicated this 

group functions in much the same way as many face-to-face groups and more 

homogeneous groups in spite of the study group’s diversity and the fact that the 

primary topic of discussion, gender based violence in Papua New Guinea, is 

considered by many in that region to be a socially tolerated practice. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

[the young lady] was last seen at approximately 13:00 hours entering a 

premises with a tall male of Gulf/Highlands origins opposite Eki Vaki Primary 

School at the top towards Jubilee Catholic College. The male had a big beard 

with a big goatee. Both were said to have left the premises between 17:00 and 

18:00 hours.A sneaked phone call this morning had the victim pleading for 

help and stating that she was locked in some form of underground cell/room 

with no windows. She has stated that she managed to recognize driving into 

Rainbow Estate, Gerehu but does not know her exact location… (Nathan, 

2012, May 1) 

I have been considering making a HUGE donation to this group, to help 

Ricochet and Tena's Shelter, but then I got to thinking more deeply. Why are 

the main people running this group Australians and not PNGans? Why wasit 

an Australian who started this group? Why is it an Australian who founded 

CUMA for the neglected children?... (Tena, 2012, July 18) 

I saw a man beating his wife to death when noticing that his wife had sex with 

his counter-workmate. he claimed that he spent so much money to marry that 

woman. I wonder why do man need to buy woman. Or is there any law to 

abolish bride price1 ceremony thing and give more freedom to woman? Or do 

the law need to punish woman at a certain level where it will cause woman to 

fear been fall into adulterous traps. (Victor, 2012, June 4) 

Its lyk hubby doesnt respect me,swears me infront of public n calls me all da 

names under da sun but i dnt do det 2 him I respct him..y does he do that 2 me 

mayb he doesnt luv me nomo...lol wat m I gonna do???? [It’s like hubby 

doesn’t respect me, swears at me in public and calls me all the names under the 

sun, but I don’t do that to him; I respect him. Why does he do that to me? 

Maybe he doesn’t love me anymore. Lol. What am I going to do????] (Cath, 

2012, June 5) 

Background 

In October 2010, in an attempt to protect herself and her small children from 

further injuries at the hands of her husband, a young Papua New Guinean mother 

decided to go public about her domestic violence abuses. While in the hospital for 

                                                 
1 “Bride price” is defined as “goods given by the groom’s family to the bride’s family to formalize a 

marriage and to compensate for the loss of her labor and fertility” (Wardlow, 2007) and is a widespread 

practice, particularly in the Highlands regions of Papua New Guinea. 
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injuries sustained from a serious bashing2, the woman recounted stories of years of 

torture and abuse by her husband, a police constable, and asked for protection. Within 

a few days of the incident being reported in the local newspaper, a Facebook group 

called “Papua New Guineans Against Domestic Violence” (PNGADV) was created 

“out of frustration at the lack of action, on the part of Police, to the horrendous 

violence that one of their officers had habitually practiced against a young woman and 

mother inside the Police Barracks at Gordons for over 6 years” (Nancy, personal 

communication, October 14, 2012). Although she did not set up the Facebook group, 

Nancy (a pseudonym) was one of the first members and quickly established herself in 

the role of primary group administrator. Within 3 days the group had over 5,000 

members. 

Begun as a place for like-minded individuals to interact and post theme-related 

messages condemning domestic violence (DV) in Papua New Guinea (PNG), the 

PNGADV Facebook group page quickly became a place not only for advocates 

fighting to reduce domestic violence to interact, but also a place where victims and 

abusers could turn for advice and support. On occasion the group also receives cries 

for help that could easily be classified as emergencies. When this happens, the 

Facebook community mobilizes its forces and responds. As Nancy described to me in 

an email, “PNGADV has actually rescued physically a number of women in danger in 

PNG; all co-ordinated via face book.”  She also told this story about a single event that 

came about and how some members of the group acted quickly and effectively in 

response. 

I was visiting my children in Cairns [Australia] when I got a private msg from 

a PNGADV member who's ex had bashed her in the carpark of Vision City and 

she was trapped inside the shopping centre unable to leave because he was 

waiting for her outside. I put the distress call out on the fb page and tagged the 

policemen that I know of are members and a young man who is a social worker 

with dv. Within an hour there were 3 sets of police at vision city; they phoned 

the young lady (number I had privately msgd to the police involved) and went 

in an got her out. They drove her to the social worker who then assisted her in 

                                                 
2 The term “bash” is frequently used in PNG to describe physical altercations, especially where one 

person dominates in the confrontation. 
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getting a restraining order and the police went and arrested and charged the 

ex.....all from fb and co-ordinated by me from Cairns. (Nancy, personal 

communication, October 13, 2012) 

Overview 

This dissertation will examine the online interactions of the members of a 

Facebook group, inspired by one victim of domestic violence in Papua New Guinea, in 

an effort to determine in what ways the group has developed a shared identity using 

the Facebook social networking site to build a virtual community. I will be limiting 

my research to this single Facebook group’s online interactions, examining a dataset 

consisting of the group members’ original status updates, and the responses to those 

posts, called “comments” in Facebook, over a 6-month window of time3. By 

conducting a process analysis (Bales, 1950) of the most widely discussed status update 

posts during this period, my primary goal is to better understand how socially situated 

knowledge creates a “common meaningfulness of communication” (Carbaugh, 1990, 

p. 5) for the group.  

Research Questions 

Before attempting to pursue my research questions I would like to explicitly 

state the propositions, or assertions, under which I am operating (Yin, 2009), namely, 

that the PNGADV Facebook group has developed a common group identity and that 

an in-depth examination of the contents of the group’s interactions will provide valid 

and useful information to the field of technical communication. 

The primary situation addressed here—shared identity or group membership—

will be examined by pursuing the following research questions (RQs): 

RQ1. How does communication among the PNGADV Facebook group members 

“create, affirm, and develop a common identity” (Carbaugh, 1990, p. 5)? 

                                                 
3 In Facebook, a “post” refers to any type of posting, a “status update” refers to an original post on a 

group page that is generally directed at the entire group, and a “comment” refers to the posts that are 

found nested under the status updates. A “thread” refers to the group of the original status update post 

as well as all of the comment posts that are nested within it. These groupings are sometimes referred to 

here as “conversations”. 
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RQ2. How are the members interacting in this Facebook group engaging in a process 

of knowledge construction and development of common meanings? 

RQ3. How are the cultural elements of this group expressed or revealed in its 

communications, and in what ways do these cultural expressions or revelations 

further impact the group identity? 

There currently seems to be a virtual explosion in research and analyses of 

organizational groups, globally networked learning environments (GNLEs) and social 

groups utilizing the Internet for their interactions (Anderson, Bergman, Bradley, 

Gustafsson, & Matzke, 2010; Black, Welser, Cosley, & DeGroot, 2011; Brunsting & 

Postmes, 2002; Burke, Kraut, & Joyce, 2010; Christofides, Muise, & Desmarais, 

2009; De Wever, Schellens, Valcke, & Van Keer, 2006; Fahy, 2003, 2006; Fung, 

2004; Metcalf, Blanchard, McCarthy, & Burns, 2008; Michinov, Michinov, & 

Toczek-Capelle, 2004; Still, 2008; Still & St. Amant, 2006; Toral, Martínez-Torrez, 

Barrero, & Cortés, 2009; Zhao, Grasmuck, & Martin, 2008; Ziden, Fook, Idrus, & 

Ismail, 2009), but it seems that most of the studies available for review focus on 

groups located in the United States, or at the very least, in Western, developed nations. 

With the growth of mobile phone availability supported by lower mobile phone prices, 

newer technologies that make the Internet available over mobile devices, and 

decreasing costs for Internet access, it appears that even developing countries are ripe 

for the study of examples of social interaction and production in virtual communities. 

George Hayhoe, in his 2006 article titled “Needed Research in Global Technical 

Communication” said, “To do our jobs, we need research about audiences in the 

cultures with whom we are beginning to communicate and collaborate” (p. 141). I 

propose that this work will contribute to closing that gap in knowledge and help focus 

on differences and similarities between Western studies and those with more diverse 

cultural social interactions such as are found in PNG. Hayhoe also indicates these 

communications and collaborations are two-way streets. He explains, “To 

communicate successfully with people in other cultures, we must be aware of their 

expectations about the purposes of various types of information products and business 
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communication genres. Technical communicators from non-Western countries need 

explanations of the purposes of the various types of technical and business documents 

in our culture. To assume that everyone in the world approaches those documents in 

the same way is naïve and potentially damaging to our companies and to our 

reputation as communicators” (p. 142). 

My study is concentrated on an online social group in PNG and has a focus on 

the culture that enables, encourages, and propels that group to produce, share, 

contribute socially, and its members to understand each other better. My goal is for 

this study to contribute to filling a gap in current research and I propose that it is a 

useful advance not only in studying marginalized groups but also in considering social 

production as a whole by giving it some deeper, richer breadth of experience to 

examine. For it is my experience that examinations of “them” can be transformative in 

understanding examinations of “us” and that it is even possible for the concept of “us” 

to then begin to expand and encompass more as our overall understandings increase. 

Site of Study 

The site of study for this dissertation is a group, PNGADV, established within 

the online social networking community of Facebook. A Facebook group is a 

dedicated space that is based on a declared affiliation or association with other people. 

As noted previously, the PNGADV Facebook group is a place for like-minded 

individuals to interact and post theme-related messages condemning domestic violence 

in Papua New Guinea, a place provided by, and operating within the confines of, the 

larger Facebook social networking service. 

Founded in 2004, Facebook’s mission is to give people the power to share and 

make the world more open and connected. People use Facebook to stay 

connected with friends and family, to discover what’s going on in the world, 

and to share and express what matters to them.4 

                                                 
4 About Facebook <https://www.facebook.com/facebook/info> 
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Statistics on Facebook use show an impressive growth progression in the 

number of active users, defined as users which have logged in to Facebook during the 

last 30 days, on a timeline starting in the third quarter of 2008 (100 million) and 

progressing through the second quarter of 2015 (1.5 billion)5. The most popular of the 

social networking sites (SNSs), Facebook provides users with three major capabilities 

identified as defining SNSs: “First, the ability to construct a public or semi-public 

profile; second, the ability to identify a list of other users with whom a connection is 

shared; third, the ability to view and track individual connections as well as those 

made by others (Boyd & Ellison, 2007)” (Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012, p. 244). 

According to these researchers, Facebook is used by members primarily in order to 

meet two social needs: first, the need to belong, and second, the need for self-

preservation. Interestingly, they associate the need to belong with collectivistic 

cultures whereas the need for self-preservation is more indicative of individualistic 

cultures. They predict that future studies into these associations will show that 

members from collectivistic cultures will have more frequent interactions and form 

closer circles of Facebook friends as compared to members from individualistic 

cultures.  

Research Lens 

The lens through which I am examining this group’s Facebook interactions is 

derived from my more than thirty-five years of working in industrial organizations. 

Although Facebook interactions of a group aiming to effect social change is not in 

itself related to my industry, I am finding that the processes, structure, method(s), and 

even the findings relating to online multicultural group dynamics and identity creation 

are all topics useful to my work. My intention is for this work to be a building block 

for future research in my industry as well as in my field of technical communications 

and rhetoric (TCR). Although what I am is the Systems Development Manager for a 

mid-sized manufacturer of industrial heating, ventilation, and air conditioning 

(HVAC) equipment, what I do every day is TCR. I want to continue to contribute to 

                                                 
5 <http://www.statista.com/statistics/264810/number-of-monthly-active-facebook-users-worldwide/> 
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both my industry, and to the TCR body of knowledge, by using my position within 

that industry and the perspectives that come with it to assist in locating, exploring, and 

crossing the boundaries that inhibit employees in industrial organizations from being 

more effective in our work. The boundaries I encounter in my business include those 

that occur between white collar and blue collar; management and employee; male and 

female; older and younger; African American, White American Hispanic/Latino, 

Asian American, and White American non-Hispanic/Latino; academic and 

practitioner; explicit knowledge user and tacit knowledge user; engineering and 

manufacturing (or operations) employee roles; finance and operations; and individual 

and team activities, just to name a few.  

In this dissertation I am attempting to explore, examine, understand, and share 

knowledge about how a number of unrelated (weak-tie) individuals living and working 

in an area where domestic violence is an acceptable norm found their way to each 

other in order to talk about this topic and begin to frame it as a social problem that 

calls for action. I am attempting to understand what kinds of exchanges they are 

engaging in and what it is about those exchanges that encourage more people to join in 

the conversation to the point where the group, after only a little under five years of 

existence, has grown to nearly 20,000 members6. In this research I am exploring how a 

number of these members were compelled to form a core group that first established, 

but now continues to maintain, group norms. I am examining their discussions to see 

what those interactions indicate about group members, what their expectations about 

the group are, and where they want to go next with their efforts. And some days, in the 

world I occupy where team forming and norming, sometimes between individuals 

with years of experience together (strong-ties), is often an uphill battle, I’d like to be 

able to share the identified elements of this group’s successes with others. 

In 2004, Melody Bowdon published an article titled, “Technical 

Communication and the Role of the Public Intellectual.” In it she outlined four ways 

that technical communication specialists are uniquely posed to serve in the roles of 

                                                 
6 As of August 7, 2015 group membership stands at 19,331. 
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these public intellectuals. “To be public intellectuals,” she says, “we must recognize 

our responsibility to (1) make our work part of the public sphere (Mortensen), (2) 

recognize the democratic function of our work as educators (Barber; Ehrlich), (3) 

create positive changes in our communities by recognizing kairotic moments for 

intervention (Cushman), and (4) recognize our own situatedness within work contexts 

(Foucault; Haraway)” (p. 326). My selection of this Facebook group for study was 

neither random nor casual. I chose this group purposefully because of my work with 

Papua New Guinean nationals and my desire to more fully understand their diverse 

cultures. I also chose this group in an effort to cross the border between my work and 

my studies seeking to find ways to make my experiences in PNG a part of the public 

sphere, to seek out ways to create positive changes in my own communities of 

practice, and to utilize my own situatedness in the field by contributing to that field in 

a real and positive way. 

In a journal article titled “Mapping the Research Questions in Technical 

Communication” Carolyn Rude (2009) posited:  

Identifying unique research questions for technical communication is 

challenging because it overlaps with other communication fields. Technical 

communication shares and borrows methods, theories, and even content areas 

with design communication, speech communication, and rhetoric and 

composition as well as with psychology, education, and computer science. (p. 

175) 

In spite of this complexity of overlapping fields, if, as Rude suggests, it is the 

research questions rather than the methods or topics that define a field by pointing to 

the knowledge making it unique to that field, then I would position my work solidly in 

the field of TCR. My RQ1 seeks to explore communication as a path to maintaining a 

common identity; RQ2 explores how a group’s interactions contribute to this process 

of becoming; and RQ3 pursues questions about the impact of culture on the processes. 

Whether these examinations are carried out in the workplace, in the classroom, or in a 

social setting, there is still much to be learned and shared among and between them. 
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Theoretical Framework 

As reflected in the research questions, this dissertation employs a theoretical 

framework composed of three sub-areas of focus in relation to group identity: 1) 

formation of, and communication within, groups, 2) knowledge construction and 

meaning making, and 3) the impacts of culture on group identity.  

Group Formation and Communication 

In “Who Needs ‘Identity’?” (2000) Stuart Hall describes “identification” as 

consisting of a common origin or perhaps shared characteristics with another person, 

group, or ideal. “Identities,” he tells us, “are constructed within, not outside, 

discourse” (p. 17). Hall points out that we need to understand identification, or 

identities, as being produced within these discursive practices, a theory built on the 

postulations of Michael Foucault. The research for the current study builds on these 

theories of identity construction, further examining in the process views on the 

importance of difference, identities as points of identification and attachment, and the 

roles of inclusion and exclusion in identity formation. And in moving this examination 

to the realm of online interaction some context for the study is established “by 

emphasizing the importance of community as both a setting and an outcome of social 

action as constructed in cyberspace” (Pigg & Crank, 2004, p. 59).  

Although McMillan’s and Chavis’ works (McMillan, 1996; McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986) on sense of community (SOC) do not focus on the formation of groups, 

specifically, they are quite useful when deconstructing the existing group in order to 

determine how the group was able to develop its shared identity. McMillan’s revised 

SOC theory (1996) with its four elements of spirit, trust, trade, and art, for example, 

goes a long way in describing elements of the PNGADV group identity. For the first 

element, spirit, originally called membership, McMillan’s revision puts a greater 

emphasis on the “spark of friendship that becomes the Spirit of Sense of Community” 

(p. 315). It is truth, however, that is the primary element for the spirit of sense of 

community. Truth is “a person’s statement about his or her own internal experience,” 
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and requires support from the group in the form of empathy, understanding, and 

caring, all forms to be examined in this study’s findings.  

My first research question considers the communication between the members 

of the PNGADV group and how those messages work to contribute to a shared group 

identity. Brian Still’s work on Online Intersex Communities (2008) explores, by 

rhetorical analysis, the building of virtual communities “that did not or could not exist 

offline as they do now online [as] productive sources of alternative rhetoric” (p. 11). 

In this work one of the things Still discusses is the nature of communities in general 

and how there are smaller and more active groups within them that work to carry out 

activities that contribute to their identities. When comparing Still’s research to my 

own, what is immediately apparent is the ways in which it is different—his community 

of study, its goals, its isolation factors, its culture, and its technology. However, a 

deeper examination reveals points of intersection—marginalized communities, 

communities impacted by cultural influences, and communities that are enabled by 

technologies. One of Still’s observations about “intersex web sites” could be restated 

using “social networking spaces” instead: “For [social networking spaces] to be 

culturally productive communities, they must create a sense of belonging, a feeling 

among their participants that common values, if not viewpoints, are shared there, 

along with common experiences, as told often through stories, which bond them 

together” (p. 65). As these observations seem to relate directly to my population as 

well, Still’s work provides a useful lens for me to use in examining my own findings.  

Construction of Knowledge and Meanings 

Gerry Philipsen produced an in-depth case study of two cultures that focuses 

on the underlying codes (social rhetorics) that are transmitted in spoken life (Philipsen, 

1992). Although his work focuses on two communities in North America and is 

primarily about spoken interactions, it has much to contribute in any discussion of the 

symbols and meanings embedded in a group’s identity. For example, Philipsen notes 

that one of the ways that membership within a group is signaled is by appropriately 

using the rules and speech habits of that group. “A neighborhood is not a code,” he 
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explains, “and a code is not a social group, but a neighborhood as community is bound 

together, in part, by its local code of meanings and mores…” (p. 12) an observation of 

an environment I find to be present in the PNGADV group interactions as well. 

“Signifying practices” is the term described by one researcher (Lauer, 2004) as 

“the characteristic means by which a community produces and analyzes 

meaning….Signifying practices refers to those inventional strategies that are typical of 

particular peoples and communities” (p. 10). One of the goals of this work is to 

identify some of those practices and strategies and to investigate the impacts they are 

having on the group in its efforts to reach agreements, build strengths, and eventually 

pool their resources in order to have a real impact on the problem being addressed. 

Another researcher (Meyrowitz, 1985) explains that “a group is held together by what 

is special about it,” then goes on to describe that it is the notion of “otherness” that 

makes this theory work. “For a group to be an ‘us,’ there must also be a ‘them,’” (p. 

54). Meyrowitz explains that the sense of a common identity for the group is derived 

from the common experiences or information that provide members with a sense of 

belonging but also that separate them from others. This set of meanings that determine 

insider/outsider status in relation to the PNGADV group is studied in more depth later 

in this work. 

Impacts of Culture (General) 

One important work in the exploration of existing research on group identity is 

Geert Hofstede’s (1991) Cultures and Organizations. Hofstede defines “culture one” 

as “culture in the narrow sense,” culture in its common meaning of refinements in art, 

education, and literature. “Culture two” is “the collective programming of the mind 

which distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another” (p. 

5). Hofstede’s discussion of how humans function in the cultural groups we belong to 

as well as his examination of culture two as a “collective phenomenon” that calls for 

“suspending judgment when dealing with groups or societies different from one’s 

own” (p. 7) all provide a great deal of guidance for my examination of a Facebook 

group’s interactions that are so heavily culturally influenced. “Culture (two) is always 
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a collective phenomenon,” he explains, “because it is at least partly shared with people 

who live or lived within the same social environment, which is where it was learned” 

(p. 5). Hofstede makes a brief note that “Even now, in New Guinea most of the 

population lives in small and relatively isolated tribes, each with its own language, and 

hardly integrated into the larger society” (p. 11). This notation contributes to his 

observation that “Nations, therefore, should not be equated to societies” (p. 12), an 

observation that is particularly salient in this population where national identity is a 

relatively new concept and where there are still pockets of people that can be found 

who do not know they are members of an island nation called Papua New Guinea. In 

addition to these cultural concepts, Hofstede’s theories on explorations of symbols, 

heroes, and rituals as essential elements of group culture provide additional inputs for 

my analyses of intragroup communication.  

The cultural study of the Sony Walkman by Paul Du Gay, et al. (1997) 

describes the device as “a typical cultural artefact and medium of modern culture” and 

explains that “through studying its ‘story’ or ‘biography’ one can learn a great deal 

about the ways in which culture works in late-modern societies such as our own” (p. 

2). This description sounds much like a description of the Facebook conversation texts 

being studied here, enabled by technologies newly available in PNG, but also 

complicated by some very non-Western cultural elements. The Du Gay, et al. book 

goes on to propose that any analysis of an artefact, or of a cultural text in the case of 

this study, should be explored based on the five major cultural processes identified in 

the book and termed the “circuit of culture” (see Figure 1.1). 
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In order to follow the book’s proposition, later in this work I examine the 

elements of the circuit—note that as this is a circuit there is no particular starting 

point—of representation, identity, production, consumption, and regulation. 

Representation explores the establishment of cultural meaning through the language of 

the texts. Identity explores how the texts are used to guide group members’ 

connections to each other and to the group as a whole. Production examines how the 

text interactions are produced culturally and how they are made meaningful. 

Consumption takes a look at how the texts are used and what they mean to the users. 

Regulation examines how the conversations are located within private and public 

spaces and how they challenge the traditional distinctions between these spaces found 

in Papua New Guinean cultures. 

PNG Culture (Specific) 

In the way that a mention of Chicago, New Orleans, or New York City 

conjures up location images in my mind when heard in conversation or encountered in 

literature, my text corpus is also full of such references that are meaningful to the PNG 

nationals but often escape the notice of those of us who are “outsiders”.  

 

 
Figure 1.1  DuGay's circuit of culture 

 

 

Figure 1.1. Circuit of Culture (Du Gay, Hall, Jones, Mackay, & Negus, 1997, p. 3) 
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[the young lady] was last seen at approximately 13:00 hours entering a 

premises with a tall male of Gulf/Highlands origins… (Nathan, P01) 

Just yesterday afternoon two young ladies were abducted and raped while 

travelling in a taxi from Waigani to their home at Gerehu. They boarded the 

taxi at the Waigani/Tokarara bus stop & were suppose to travel straight to 

Gerehu stage 4, instead the taxi driver took the road past NARI and Rainbow 

towards Baruni where both were raped and abandoned… (Simon, 2012, 

August 31) 

Ooops Sam, let's not confuse legal with moral states here. Polygamy is still 

customarily allowed and I for one have known happy polygamous marriages in 

PNG…. (Debra, P14)7 

Some of the racial descriptions (“of Gulf/Highlands origins”), place names 

(“Waigani”, “Gerehu”, “Waigani/Tokarara bus stop”, “NARI”, “Rainbow”, “Baruni”), 

and cultural practices (polygyny), mentioned above do have personal meaning for me 

and still bring to mind visual images even as I write them. Even the references to the 

“taxi” and “taxi driver” bring up negative connotations as the business contract I 

worked under while living in PNG provided that I was to never take a taxi anywhere 

alone because of the danger such an action would pose. Although my heritage, 

upbringing, culture, and even appearance are significant identifiers in PNG and signify 

obvious differences between me and most of the study group’s members, there are still 

points of commonality that make us feel similar to each other. However, some of these 

similarities might disappear altogether, or at least be overshadowed by the more 

obvious differences, were we to meet in a face-to-face encounter. In addition to these 

examples, given names and surnames, profile descriptions, images, word choice, and 

even Facebook profile photos provide additional cultural clues—particularly for the 

Papua New Guinean group members—clues that are often elusive to those of us not 

born and raised there. 

It is the extreme heterogeneity of PNG—one of the most heterogeneous 

nations in the world, a fact attributed largely to the isolation created by the country's 

                                                 
7 Although Debra is a long-time resident of Papua New Guinea, she is an American anthropologist. 
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mountainous terrain—that make the popularity of this group and, arguably, its success, 

a bit unusual. Geert Hofstede’s (1991) work on cultures and organizations states that 

“discrimination according to ethnic origin delays assimilation and represents a 

problem in many countries” (p. 16). In a 2000 research paper focused on 

heterogeneous communities in the U.S., authors Alesina and La Ferrara (2000) state, 

“Our empirical results on U.S. localities suggest that income inequality and racial and 

ethnic heterogeneity reduce the propensity to participate in a variety of social activities 

including recreational, religious, civic, and educational groups” (p. 850). If, as these 

researchers report, the tendency in group forming is for group members to 

discriminate against, or move away from, heterogeneous memberships and instead 

seek out others like themselves to interact with, then the primary make-up of the PNG 

population that makes members very unlike each other in language, culture, history, 

and practices makes it appear as if some kind of new commonality is being developed, 

or created, by these group members. It is when individuals begin to see themselves as 

part of the group that they also begin to derive some self-esteem from that 

membership and adopt behaviors that are consistent with that group identity (Chen & 

Li, 2009). 

Methods 

Although my discussion of this research topic may at times seem ethnographic 

in content, I am pursuing this research involving the online community of PNGADV 

as a case study, examining the group as a whole and its common cultural identity 

based on a close examination of the most commented-on status updates that occurred 

during the six-month period of May through October 2012. This examination is being 

accomplished by briefly examining the entire corpus of 7,495 texts, and more 

thoroughly analyzing the subset of status updates and comments (13.7%, N = 1,029)—

together called “threads”—in my dataset consisting of these most commented-on 

items, and classifying each based on a classification scheme developed by Robert 

Bales, over 60 years ago, called Bales’ interaction process analysis, or Bales’ IPA 

(Bales, 1950). IPA “is a type of content analysis in the basic sense, but the type of 
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content descriptive of group process, and derivatively, of factors introducing that 

process,” he explains, and later, “it has seemed less confusing to refer to what we are 

doing as ‘process analysis’ rather than as ‘content analysis’” (p. 258). 

The difficulty, however, comes from the fact that Bales’ process was designed 

to be applied to face-to-face small group interactions and includes observations of 

non-verbal behavior. Bales could not have anticipated, or even imagined, the kinds of 

group interactions that would be taking place now involving virtual spaces, small 

interacting groups as a subset of a much larger organization, or the richness of the 

interactions provided by technological innovations. Because of these reasons, I first 

discounted Bales’ IPA as a potential analysis method for my study. I was able to find, 

however, additional research with online (virtual) groups that successfully use the 

method for their own analyses (Chou, 2002; Fahy, 2006; Finegold & Cooke, 2006; 

Hiltz, Johnson, & Agle, 1978; Nam, Lyons, Hwang, & Kim, 2009). When I looked 

again at the methodology and coding scheme provided, I realized it came closer than 

others that I had examined (Amaral & Monteiro, 2002; Crowell & Scheidel, 1961; 

Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004), including a few of my own design, to getting me to the 

core of my research questions. 

Structure of this Dissertation 

This dissertation follows a relatively traditional format with additional effort 

expended in order to provide an adequate context of the situation for the reader. 

PNG’s cultural influences—on the issues of domestic violence, on how communities 

are established, on how effective communication occurs, and more—must be taken 

into consideration in this work. These factors are key to this study in that they provide 

additional information about social, socioeconomic, political, emotional, and cultural 

impacts on the activities of this group and groups like it. Some effort toward 

establishing a satisfactory or acceptable understanding of the setting of the study’s 

environment is, therefore, required. This dissertation proceeds through chapters two 

through seven as outlined below. 
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Chapter 2—Background and Setting is provided to establish background, 

setting, and framing for the study. This is accomplished by reviewing some of the 

geographical and statistical details of the country, briefly examining the impacts of 

language in PNG, and providing an overview of the technological challenges that the 

country faces. A brief look at violence in PNG, both general and gender based, is also 

presented here. Finally, an introduction to regional differences, prejudices, and ethnic 

stereotypes is provided as an entry point to understanding the amazing diversity found 

in the Papua New Guinean culture.  

Chapter 3—Literature Review is dedicated to a review of the literature 

impacting the study and delves deeper into the topics introduced in this chapter as well 

as exploring some topics not yet discussed. The primary purpose of the literature 

review is to firmly establish the theoretic framework for and to position my research 

within this framework. The literature review also covers literature relating to methods 

as well as examining some foundational works in the field of technical communication 

in order to provide support for the research method selection and to firmly situate the 

dissertation topic within the field of technical communication and rhetoric.  

Chapter 4—Methods of Research explains the methodologies used to collect 

the data for my study and provides justification for the methods selected. This chapter 

covers the advantages and challenges to using data mining techniques and details the 

primarily manual data collection methods used. Detailed descriptions of the analysis 

tools and methods used are also provided here. Finally, an overview of the data being 

examined is provided as well as a thorough discussion of the coding scheme used to 

prepare the data for analysis. 

Chapter 5—Findings presents a thorough examination of the results of the 

data collection and details the outcomes of the data collection effort. The focus of this 

chapter includes the grouping and organizing of the results in preparation for a more 

in-depth analysis of them, and their meanings as they relate to the research questions, 

in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 6—Data Analysis serves to analyze more fully the findings from the 

data collection. This analysis serves to tie the research findings back to the theories 

and frameworks previously presented in order to position this research in the TCR 

field. This chapter also examines the implications of the analysis to the research, and 

the field, and details the findings as they relate to the original research questions. 

Chapter 7—Conclusions is the final chapter and provides concluding remarks 

about the value of the research, its applicability to the field, as well as examining its 

limitations. In addition to summarizing the research project observations and its 

conclusions, Chapter 7 also provides suggestions for further study.  
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CHAPTER 2 

BACKGROUND AND SETTING 

When I first moved to Papua New Guinea late in 2009, I noticed that the more 

I found out about my host country, the more I discovered about myself and my own 

culture. For the nearly three years that I lived there, encounters and experiences that 

had been a part of my everyday existence at home became points for investigation and 

introspection abroad. During my time in PNG my primary city of residence was Port 

Moresby, the capital of PNG, although I traveled around the country, and the larger 

Oceania region, often. The capital is often referred to by its airport designation, POM 

(pronounced as a single word, “pom”). Walking down the streets of my small Texas 

hometown might generate brief, polite, but somewhat reserved interactions with 

people I don’t know, while during a walk down the streets of the largest city in Texas, 

Houston, such interactions are far less likely to occur. These facts are not something 

my parents taught me nor are they something I have passed on to my own children, 

explicitly, and yet all of us, at least in my family, know them as if they were part of a 

rote memorization exercise. On the streets of Port Moresby, however, greetings of 

monin [good morning], hi boss meri [hello lady], and even husat nem bilong yu 

[what’s your name] would often get tossed my direction every few seconds as I 

walked. Although my initial response was surprise and suspicion, as I focused on 

learning to fit in I learned to appropriately respond to such queries at every 

opportunity without breaking stride. During my time in PNG I only returned home to 

the U.S. once a year, but because I did take regular breaks in Australia, I developed a 

little mental process that I would go through each time I passed through an airport. On 

the way out of the country I would remind myself not to speak to strangers unless 

spoken to, not to look people in the eye on the train, and to face forward in the lifts 

(elevators). On the way back to PNG, however, I would remind myself to not ignore 

people, to be sure and look people in the eye on the street, and to be prepared to 

engage in conversation during lift rides.  
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By the end of my three-year stay in PNG, I was somewhat of a well-known 

figure to the locals in my part of town—the white lady who carried a Tari bilum (a 

locally made string bag, or purse, carried by men and women alike) and interacted 

freely with people on the streets. It took me some time to realize the significance that 

the carrying of the bilum had for me and eventually resulted in a sense of pride, or 

perhaps even a bit of Melanesian entitlement, when I carried it. Tari is a town in the 

Southern Highlands Province and the people of the Tari area have a reputation for 

being a bit hot-headed and sometimes troublesome. I visited the town often in my 

three years in PNG, almost always being warned by ex-pats and PNGeans alike before 

I left the capital to “be careful.” The fact that I carried a “Tari bilum” every day in 

POM seemed to have a positive impact on the Taris that I encountered in the city, 

seemingly giving them a sense of pride, I think, as well as empowering them to 

approach me and talk to me. A few of them pointed out to me that it also served as a 

deterrent for raskols [criminals] or others who might “bother” me as it, along with my 

business relationships with the Taris and Hulis, indicating that I was ostensibly under 

the protection of these groups. It was these experiences that taught me something 

about my own culture, bringing to light elements that I didn’t readily recognize until I 

became an expatriate. For example, the “we” of the culture I am a member of in my 

home town or in my workplace treat strangers with a bit of private “space” that we 

tend not to invade either in physical presence or in speech, a distinctly different 

cultural experience than similar encounters in PNG. Over the period of time spent in 

PNG, such observations and comparisons became daily lessons in my life. 

Study Context 

From the beginning of this research I worried about whether I would be able to 

provide enough context to the situation to present the research topic fully while 

protecting observed group members from Western generalizations, stereotypes, and 

prejudices. I worried that by sharing their stories without providing the necessary 

contexts I might be misrepresenting the voices of this group. The language and 

spelling uses by group members, for example, might indicate to outsiders that 
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PNGADV group members are less intelligent or underprivileged. In actuality, Internet 

availability in PNG is expensive, so participants were generally what might be 

considered “middle class” PNGeans, or at the very least, those that had jobs that 

provided them with some access to computers and the Internet. The (mis)spellings 

were often more representative of English as an additional language rather than a lack 

of education. Many adults in PNG who carried on Facebook interactions were those 

educated enough to hold paying jobs in the urban centers and were able to converse in 

at least three languages: English, which is the language of business and the language 

the locals begin learning during their third or fourth year of school; the local pidgin, or 

Tok Pisin, which is the lingua franca; and the language of their home village, or Tok 

Ples; many adults can speak to varying degrees in even more languages. 

It might be possible for me to share enough information for Western readers to 

get past the language use and spelling variations, but there are also a number of 

underlying cultural differences that I struggle to explain. For example, in one of my 

graduate studies classes our class members were engaged in an online discussion of 

“right” and “wrong.” My argument was that Western culture cannot dictate these 

values for the rest of the world and there were a few students who seemed to agree 

with me on this. Others, however, and some of them adamantly and forcefully, 

asserted that things like murder, rape, and torture are universally wrong, in any 

culture. Rather than continue the battle, I simply withdrew and let the discussion die. 

One example of the point I was trying to make can be found in a book by PNG 

politician and philosopher Bernard Narokobi (1989). In it, the author shares several 

detailed passages about this topic from the perspective of Melanesian jurisprudence. In 

one passage he writes, “It has been claimed that murder is as wrong in Moscow as it is 

in London, Sydney, New York or Port Moresby. But in fact this is wrong, because as 

indicated, in Melanesia at least, killing is not a crime, but a punishment” (p. 142). 

There are many such nuances and viewpoints in PNG and I admit to only 

understanding a small part of them as I am not, in fact, Melanesian. One of my 

favorite examples of culture beliefs impacting business operations occurred during a 
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quarterly management meeting of the company I worked for there. The topic that was 

brought up by one of the PNG managers involved an employee injured on the job who 

was being released to come back to work. The problem? There was a general 

consensus by co-workers, and even by the man himself, that he and his family had 

been “cursed”. As a group, the leadership team discussed the problem and decided that 

no matter what our personal beliefs on the subject, the best course of action was to 

retire the man with a full pension. In other words, we decided to pay him to stay home 

in order that his “cursed” status would not have a negative impact on our workforce. 

When examining the Facebook posts, I had to deal with language switching, 

grammar and spelling “errors”, various perspectives on “beatings” and other 

“punishments”, and sorcery-related discussions regularly. All of these were a part of 

the conversation, the voice, even the identity of the group, but when preparing to 

discuss them in my research, I sometimes found myself tempted to adjust these 

discussions to fit my Western audience. In providing a space for individuals to discuss 

issues with other like-minded individuals, to encourage responsible actions, or 

reactions, in the “real world”, and creating a group identity to help them be recognized 

and sought out for it, is Facebook also providing a place for them to be scrutinized and 

judged for their Melanesian ways? My aim in this chapter is to level the playing field 

just a bit by providing information about the setting, context, and cultures of the group 

members involved to lead to a better understanding of group motivations and actions. 

The most significant realization I think the PNGADV group members 

discovered about online spaces is two-fold: first, that they were no longer isolated 

from other like-minded individuals; and second, that their voice had the potential to 

reach wider and further than they ever thought possible. Group members did not seem 

to see this space as existing outside of their “real lives” for the most part, but rather as 

extensions of their already intricate, deeply cultural relationships. In this research I 

feel it is my responsibility to represent the group as realistically as possible, to ensure 

they are seen from a reasonably balanced perspective, and to ensure that I take the 

most ethical position I can in order to protect them from undeserved prejudices. I love 
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these people that I have chosen to study, both the PNG nationals and the others who 

chose to live and work among them, and my goal here is to give them a valid and fair 

representation in my research. 

Papua New Guinea 

The Independent State of Papua New Guinea is located just north of Australia 

in the Coral Sea. The country is comprised of the eastern half of the island of New 

Guinea along with approximately 600 other islands. About the size of California, the 

country has a population of about 6.4 million people, as compared to California's 36.8 

million. The population is considered to be one of the most heterogeneous in the 

world, a fact attributed largely to the isolation created by the country's mountainous 

and forbidding terrain. The three official languages of the country are English, Tok 

Pisin, and Hiri Motu. However, with some 800 languages8 spoken on the island of 

New Guinea—comprised of Papua New Guinea on the east and the Indonesian 

province of West Papua on the west—the area is considered to contain one of the most 

diverse populations on the globe. 

Demographics 

 The age structure distribution (see Figure 2.1) shows the distribution of the 

population across five bands of age ranges, a picture which also provides a visual 

indication that PNG nationals suffer from a relatively low life expectancy—65 years 

for males and 69 years for females. The figure also shows that males slightly 

outnumber females in all age brackets in PNG. 

                                                 
8 < https://www.ethnologue.com/country/PG/languages> 
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The Index Mundi website9 lists a note about the people of PNG stating that 

“the indigenous population of Papua New Guinea is one of the most heterogeneous in 

the world; PNG has several thousand separate communities, most with only a few 

hundred people; divided by language, customs, and tradition, some of these 

communities have engaged in low-scale tribal conflict with their neighbors for 

millennia; the advent of modern weapons and modern migrants into urban areas has 

greatly magnified the impact of this lawlessness.” 

The Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

website10 places the country’s Human Development Index11 at .466, a value that 

places it quite low in the rankings at 156 out of 187 countries ranked. In educational 

measures, PNG’s mean years of schooling for adults over 25 is 4.3, and the adult 

literacy rate is listed at just over 60%. The number of Internet users listed is 87,786, or 

slightly more than 1% of the population. 

                                                 
9 < http://www.indexmundi.com/papua_new_guinea/demographics_profile.html> 
10 <http://aid.dfat.gov.au/countries/pacific/png/Pages/statistics-png.aspx> 
11 A composite statistic that provides a single number measure used to rank countries into tiers of 

development, with the best rankings beginning with number 1 (Norway, the U.S. ranks third) and the 

worst ranking at 187 (Niger). 

 
Figure 2.1  PNG age structure distribution 
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Language 

According to the “Ethnologue: Languages of the World” website12, Papua New 

Guinea has a total of 848 individual languages. From late-2009 through mid-2012, my 

work in Papua New Guinea had me focused on preparing technical documents for our 

company’s members of this culturally- and language-diverse audience. When writing 

for such audiences I find that when necessary or helpful, not only do I adjust as needed 

my use of time and date formats—12/25/2014 becomes 25/12/2014, spelling— 

“colorize” becomes colourise, and word usage—“trash can” becomes rubbish bin, 

“elevator” becomes lift, and “ya’ll” becomes yous guys, but I also change, sometimes 

rather unconsciously, other aspects of the way I write. Examples of this include a 

reduction in informal terms and a move toward more formalized descriptions, minimal 

use of acronyms, removal or substitution of cultural or locally recognized references, 

and the like. 

Some aspects of my choices actually defy description, however, even for me. 

For example, when I encounter the oft-used (misused) equipments in reference to 

multiple machines or pieces of equipment, I find I have learned to evaluate the term as 

acceptable and must remind myself to make the appropriate correction rather than 

ignore the error. The properly used term whilst, on the other hand, bothers me to no 

end and I have a tendency to change it to while at every opportunity although I have 

no real explanation for my odd habit of preferencing while. Even though I am not 

bilingual, I do find many more examples of code switching (Heredia & Altarriba, 

2001) type activities in my own cross-cultural writings. 

Examples of language usage complexities that can be found in my dataset 

include terms that may be familiar to English speakers but with a usage that is slightly 

different. The term “bash” is, for example, an English term that is quite familiar to our 

ears, but in the U.S., it is not generally used as a descriptor in the topic of domestic 

violence. The term “wife beater,” on the other hand, which is often used here in the 

                                                 
12 <https://www.ethnologue.com/country/PG> 
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United States, is less common and more unfamiliar to the ears of the inhabitants of 

Oceania. 

WE would be caught after the first one - whereas wife bashers are free to do it 

again and again and again and again – ugh. (Valerie, P09)  

I would quite happily go along to political rallies held by wife bashers and 

heckle the hell out of them!!!! (Nancy, P14) 

That has nothing to do with having the ‘right’ to bash someone. People do 

shitty things to each other all the time, but that still doesn’t mean that you’re 

allowed to just attack someone for it. (Tanya, P11) 

…If a man bashes his wife..he is to be held responsible fo that and justice has 

to be done coz he has broken the law…!! (Rose, P02) 

Closely related to the term “bash” is another term that can be used almost 

interchangeably—“belt”. 

We need a serious ‘crack down’ on wife bashers; especially those deluded 

fools who believe their wife deserves to be belted to be ‘disciplined.’ (Nancy, 

P14) 

I think dats the whole reason why they get belted up:D So on some grounds 

men hav the right to belt up their wives! (Isaac, P11) 

Stupid bloody kanaka man who will continue to belt his wife up until one day 

he will kill her. [Matthew] (Nancy, 2012, October 16) 

I have had a rough relationship cause our three kids mum wanted all the way 

she thought and thinks is good, she wants to go and gamble and drink she does, 

she yells and belts up the kids she does... [Morris] (T. N., 2012, October 10) 

An uncommon but recognizable term in the U.S., “rascal,” is used to describe a 

mischievous person and is often used in an affectionate way, as in “you little rascal”. 

In PNG, however, the term raskol is used to describe a criminal, typically a person in a 

gang, but never affectionately. 
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No I think the advocating lawlessness is my stance on raskols being afforded a 

trial before being shot like dogs in the street. For some reason there are some 

people who think this is ‘advocating lawlessness’!!! Same people over and 

over. Then they tell me I'm an idiot!!!!! Hellllooooooo. (Nancy, P06) 

She's worried sick that her son is not at school and may end up a raskol  

(Nancy, 2012, June 7). 

Other words like wantok and bubu are also often used throughout PNG by 

nationals and expats alike although they are pidgin (Tok Pisin) words instead of 

English. Bubu is the term for grandparent, whether male or female. Wantok is a 

“pidgin term referring to a relative, near or distant, to whom one feels allegiance or 

obligation; literally, those who speak the same language” (Human Rights Watch, 

2005). More than a mere pidgin term, this reference to an “ascriptive extended family 

network” (Reilly, 2001, p. 170) is actually an important Melanesian concept that 

affects all areas of familial, social, political, and even workplace circles of influence. 

Commonly used abbreviations are also found throughout the texts, words 

which are neither English nor pidgin, but often used and well understood by all. These 

include “b” (be), “c” (see), “d” (the), “n” (and), “s” (as), and “u” (you). The term 

“thanks” is also spelled “tank”, “tanks,” “tanx,” “tenks,” “tenx,” “thankz,” “tanx,” 

“thks,” “thnks,” “thnkx,” “thnkz,” “thnkzz,” “thnx,” “tnx” as well as being used in a 

handful of combination terms—“thank you,” “tanikiu,” “tenkiu,” “tenku,” “thanku,” 

“thankyou,” “thankyu,” and “thanyou.” 

These are but a few examples of non-standard language usage in the corpus. 

Table 2.1 shows the frequency of the use of the above mentioned words in the form of 

word counts13. 

                                                 
13 The Write Words Word Frequency Counter online tool was used to determine these 

<http://www.writewords.org.uk/word_count.asp>. 
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Table 2.1. Example non-standard word frequency distribution 

Words, in full text corpus Counts 

bashing, bashed, bashers, bash, basher, bashings, bashes, bashd 131 

belting, belt, belted, belts, beltin, beltd 47 

wife beater 3 

wantok, wantokism, wantoks 28 

bubu, bubus (grandparents) 8 

b (be) 91 out of 2,501 

c (see) 57 out of 555 

d (the) 172 out of 10,416 

m (am) 90 out of 702 

n (and) 457 out of 9,261 

u (you) 379 out of 5,793 

s (as) 272 out of 1,544 

tanikiu, tank, tanks, tanx, tenkiu, tenks, tenkyu, tenx, thank, 

thanks, thanku, thankyou, thankyu, thankz, tanx, thanyou, thks, 

thku, thnks, thnkx, thnkz, thnkzz, thnx, tnx  

1,563 

Technology 

One limited but interesting study by a researcher at the University of Papua 

New Guinea (UPNG) focuses on the Tok Ples (tribal) languages of a small group—a 

total of 14—of final year linguistics students along with a handful of other resources, 

and the possible impacts that new technologies—including the Internet, mobile 

phones, and SMS technology—is having on these indigenous languages (Temple, 

2011). “Mobile phones technology has clearly been embraced by all strata of the PNG 

society; in cities, as well as in the villages, most people use cell phones to 

communicate with family, friends and wantoks,” she points out. Her research indicates 

that the “same universal principles of human understanding” are basic and similar in 

“the diverse grammars of all human languages, including English, Tok Pisin, Boikin, 

Dobu, Foe, Hiri Motu, Iduna, Iatmul, Keapara, Kuanua, Loniu, Solos, Taulil, Weri, 

and Yil14” and her findings suggest that “the Internet, mobile phones and, in particular, 

SMS technology have impacted Tok Ples languages differently from the way they did 

[in an earlier research project (Temple et al., 2009)] English and Tok Pisin” (2011, p. 

59). One of her observations to explain the difference is that use of the Internet has not 

                                                 
14 The 14 languages of the study. 
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yet become commonplace in village communities “due to lack of infrastructural 

development, power supply and education; therefore rural dwellers’ participation in 

social networking sites, such as FB [Facebook] and MySpace, is currently almost non-

existent” (Temple, 2011, p. 60). 

Violence in Papua New Guinea 

A study focusing on the effects of ethnic fragmentation on democracy in PNG 

asserts that high levels of fragmentation can actually “help democratic consolidation if 

no group has the capacity to control power alone” (Reilly, 2001, p. 184). In this study 

of what the article calls “the world’s most ethnolinguistically fragmented country,” the 

author describes PNG as “probably the world’s most heterogeneous state” and 

explains that it is the “clans”, or “ascriptive extended family networks that are 

primary, and sometimes the only, unit of political and social loyalty in many areas” (p. 

170). The article goes on to describe violence, in general, in PNG as occurring at the 

micro level, as violence between the many small ethnic groups. “Ethnic conflict 

between these groups is traditionally played out locally, often via intertribal fighting” 

he explains. “Reports have estimated that around 20 percent of the population is 

affected by such violence, with a marked concentration in highlands regions.” He goes 

on to point out that while such conflicts have been a part of PNG’s history for many 

years, the recent trend of guns supplanting more traditional weapons in tribal wars has 

raised their stakes by increasing their deadliness. The article also describes how, 

because of this extreme heterogeneity key state agencies, such as the military and 

police forces, are comprised in such a way that no group can predominate.  

Gender Based Violence 

In a 2013 study of intimate partner violence (IPV) in Asia and the Pacific, data 

from Papua New Guinea shows a high incidence of men who use both physical and 

sexual violence against women (Fulu, Jewkes, Roselli, & Garcia-Moreno, 2013). The 

study reports that the proportion of men who disclosed both physical and sexual 

violence against a female partner was 80.0% (572/714) in Bougainville, Papua New 

Guinea, and was the highest found in the countries involved in the study. 
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A study on witchcraft, torture, and the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 

in a specific area (Duna) of the Southern Highlands province of PNG explains how 

HIV and sorcery are related (Haley, 2011), and further explains how the targets of 

witchcraft accusations are typically older women. The research reports that deaths 

among the very young or very old in the area typically do not result in sorcery 

accusations as they are not considered to be unusual. Deaths among those falling 

between the two extremes, however, are considered unusual and lend themselves more 

easily to witchcraft accusations. These deaths include HIV cases which are on the rise 

in the country. A number of witch trials in December 2003, for example, were 

triggered by several “unusual” deaths in the region, “including that of a young man 

who most likely died of HIV-related tuberculosis in early 2003.” The trials resulted in 

three women being killed and nine others sustaining horrific injuries as they were 

“beaten, stabbed, cut with bush knives and burnt with reinforcing iron. Two of the 

women were sexually assaulted and one…had her uterus ripped out with a hot iron 

hook. That woman died as a result” (p. 225).  

Statistics are not available for the incidence of sorcery related killings across 

PNG, but the report from the Duma area shared above is, sadly, not unusual. “Belief in 

black magic persists in Papua New Guinea, where communities are warping under the 

pressure of the mining boom’s unfulfilled expectations. Women are blamed, accused 

of sorcery and branded as witches—with horrific consequences” (Chandler, 2013). 

The Wantok System  

In a paper examining the topic of social capital and group behavior, 

specifically in Papua New Guinea (de Renzio, 2000), one researcher explained that the 

World Bank has examined social capital as it relates to economic outcomes. “One of 

[the mechanisms] is information sharing…Another important mechanism is that of 

coordination of activities…The third mechanism identified by the World Bank is 

collective decision-making” (pp. 5-6). Later in the work de Renzio looks at the history 

of tribes and clans in PNG describing groups living in small isolated communities and 

separated by geographical features, differences in customs, and living in fear of other 
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tribes and of sorcery. Even though there have been major improvements in contact, 

communication, and exchange, there are still significant geographic, ethnic, and 

linguistic affiliations in place, the proof of which is seen in the strength of the wantok 

system. 

“The wantok system can be loosely defined as the system of relationships (or 

set of obligations) between individuals characterized by some or all of the following: 

(a) common language (wantok = ‘one talk’), (b) common kinship group, (c) common 

geographical area of origin, and (d) common social associations or religious groups” 

(pp. 21-22). By referring back to the definition of social capital, then, we can easily 

see that the wantok system “clearly constitutes a source of social capital”. 

Examples of activities related to the wantok system can be found in a work 

examining high school students in the Manus Province in PNG (Demerath, 2003). 

These examples include the use of the wantok system, by students, to get extra food 

from relatives or to get other students to wash their clothes. Many high school students 

in PNG must live away from home in order to continue attending school. Living away 

from home often leaves the students in situations where the meeting of personal needs 

must be negotiated by them. “The most common use of the wantok system in everyday 

student life, though, was to obtain favors and leniency from class captains, vice-

captains, and prefects” (p. 147). Other observations, however, revealed some more 

problematic effects, including teachers and administrators from the area explaining the 

difficulty in finding educators to work in the region. “If disciplined,” they explained, 

“wantoks would be summoned to confront and possibly beat the offending teacher.” 

Demerath shared another report about a headmaster who suspended several boys for 

beating a teacher and was subsequently contacted by parents and relatives of the boys 

who threatened to burn down the school’s administration building. “Wantoks 

occasionally also came to the school to find and beat students who had hit or fought 

students who were wantoks of their own” (p. 148). 

 In a research paper on the economic aspects of the wantok system the report 

indicates that cash has become an important medium of wantok relations. “Receiving 
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or sending wantok money is part of nearly every budget” (Singh & Nadarajah, 2011, 

p. 6). The report describes the system as being founded on a deep tribal ethic of 

reciprocity and indicates that wage earners are expected to meet traditional obligations 

of support of extended family members. 

Provinces and Geographic Regions 

At the time the data in this study was being posted on the PNGADV Facebook 

group page, there were 20 provinces in PNG. Since then an additional two provinces 

have been added by splitting two existing provinces. For the purposes of this work, I 

will be using the original 20-province count. A map of the provinces of Papua New 

Guinea15 can be found in Figure 2.2. Listed in the following table (Table 2.2) are the 

20 provinces, along with data to indicate population, population density, and literacy 

rates (NRI, 2010). 

 

                                                 
15 < http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/papua_map2.htm> 

 

Figure 2.2 Map of PNG provinces 
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Also included in the table is the count of PNGADV group members who self-

identify their home province in their Facebook profiles. The total number of authors 

who posted to the PNGADV group during the 6-month period of the study was 843. 

Of those, the number of people who did not identify their country of origin was 141, 

or 16.7% of the total. The number of PNGeans who did not identify a province is 187, 

or 22.2% of the total. The number of members who identified themselves as being 

from other countries was 53, or 6.5% of the total. The total number of PNGeans who 

did identify their province of origin was 462, or 54.5% of the total. 

In the data found in Table 2.2, the percent of PNGADV members shown in the 

far right column was the percent of those with identified provinces calculated from the 

462 province-identified members, not from the total group. With only 1% of the 

population having access to the Internet, the fact that all PNG provinces are 

represented in the group is striking. The National Capital District (NCD) stands out as 

being the largest urban area and having a substantial population, the highest 

population density in the country, and the highest literacy rates, so its ranking as 

having the most PNGADV members represented is no surprise. However, 

representation from the tiny island province of Manus, for example, with less than 1% 

of the population of PNG but representing 4.5% of the group membership, is 

interesting. The largest province, on the other hand, is the Southern Highlands; 10.5% 

of the nation’s population resides there while only 3% of the group members are 

Southern Highlanders. It should be noted here that, although it is problematic to 

determine where these members are actually residing during the reporting period, it 

may be assumed that a much larger percentage of the members actually reside in the 

NCD than is indicated in the data. So the chart below could be considered primarily a 

picture of heritage and cultural ties, especially for the Papua New Guinean members, 

rather than one of current membership location or residency. 
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Table 2.2. Population and group membership by province 

Province Population 
Population 

per km2 
Literacy rate 

PNGADV 

members 

Count      % 

Southern Region 

 Central 183,983 6.1 72.1% 17 3.7% 

 Gulf 106,898 3.1 56.9% 8 1.7% 

 Milne Bay 210,412 14.7 78.1% 30 6.5% 

 National Capital 

District 

254,158 n/a 90.7% 86 18.6% 

 Oro 133,065 5.9 69.7% 19 4.1% 

 Western 153,304 1.6 71.3% 6 1.3% 

Highlands Region 

 Eastern Highlands 432,972 38.8 43.9% 12 2.6% 

 Enga 295,031 25.2 35.0% 7 1.5% 

 Simbu 259,703 42.5 41.8% 8 1.7% 

 Southern Highlands 546,265 21.3 36.5% 14 3.0% 

 Western Highlands 440,025 48.4 38.4% 16 3.5% 

Momase Region 

 East Sepik 343,181 7.9 52.7% 41 8.9% 

 Madang 365,106 12.6 55.2% 33 7.1% 

 Morobe 539,404 16.0 63.6% 54 11.7% 

 Sandaun 185,741 5.2 44.4% 5 1.1% 

New Guinea Islands Region 

 Bougainville 175,160 18.7 76.7% 12 2.6% 

 East New Britain 220,133 14.4 81.6% 30 6.5% 

 Manus 43,387 21.7 85.8% 21 4.5% 

 New Ireland 118,350 12.4 77.4% 35 7.6% 

 West New Britain 184,508 9.1 70.7% 8 1.7% 

 

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter has been to provide some important background, 

setting, and context for this dissertation. Acknowledging these factors is an important 

first step before any attempts at analyzing interaction meanings can begin. 

Geographically, Papua New Guinea’s extremely mountainous terrain has contributed 

to the nation’s highly diverse cultures, a geographical element that places similar 

impacts on the population to those that may be caused by great distances in other, less 

imposing, global regions. Couple this inhospitable geography with the fact that PNG is 

typically categorized as one of the world’s developing countries and you begin to see 
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what elements make this nation uniquely interesting as a focus of a study. 

Demographically, the country remains low in measures of human development, 

suffers from relatively low literacy rates, and has rapidly increasing but still very 

limited access to the Internet. As a result of residing in the most linguistically diverse 

place on earth, PNG nationals experience the impacts of this diversity in virtually all 

communication interactions among and between groups in the region. 

Technologically, the progress from lower level technologies to the “connected” world 

that has been the experience of most in westernized nations is an entirely different, 

technology leapfrogging, experience for most PNG nationals, many of whom own a 

mobile phone, for example, but have never had a telephone, electricity, or running 

water in their own home. Violence within PNG can be extreme, and often rampant, 

especially in certain areas such as the highlands regions. Violence against women can 

be severe and there is some evidence that resource development, and with it the influx 

of western ideas in the region, has actually had a detrimental effect on issues of gender 

violence. Having some basic knowledge of these issues and their impacts is an 

important precursor to examining and applying the research questions, a step which 

now calls for an examination of literature currently available on topics related to this 

dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The three primary focal points of my research on the PNGADV group—

identity, knowledge construction, and cultural impacts—are well-studied and 

documented by researchers, so there is no dearth of information available to build 

upon. The uniqueness of this study, however, is in the unusual combinations and 

intersections of these research areas. This is not just a study of group forming and 

norming, but rather a study of a highly diverse online (weak-tie) group of people 

located in a developing country that is banding together not only to discuss, but also to 

take action against, a well-established cultural norm—domestic violence. This chapter 

attempts to cover important research that impacts the pursuit of knowledge about these 

topics and their subtopics as well as providing contributions to understanding and 

analyzing the results from the study. In addition, this chapter attempts to identify gaps 

in the literature providing a base for making my own scholarly contribution to the 

field. 

Identity  

In Donal Carbaugh’s collection of studies in Cultural Communication and 

Intercultural Contact (1990) he introduces the work by explaining “how socially 

situated knowledge is necessary for interpreting the common meaningfulness of 

communication to its participants” (p. 5). He then goes on to outline how this 

approach addresses three fundamental problems. The first problem is one of shared 

identity or group membership, a problem that addresses the role of communication in 

creating, affirming, and developing a group’s common identity. The second problem is 

related to shared, public, and common meaning, a problem that addresses 

communication’s role in developing the common meanings for a group. The third is 

the problem of dialectical tension intrinsic to the field of cultural communication, a 

problem that examines the dichotomies of creation vs. reaffirmation, individuation vs. 

unification, and stabilization vs. change, as they apply to common meanings and 

members.  
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Identity (social or group) can be described as a person’s sense of self that can 

be procured from group membership. Chen and Li (2009) explain that social group 

membership provides an environment from which members can derive their own sense 

of identity. The researchers go on to propose that not only do individuals who see 

themselves as part of the group derive some self-esteem from that membership, but 

that they also adopt behaviors that are consistent with that group identity (see also 

Bernhard, Fehr, & Fischbacher, 2006; Burke et al., 2010; Heap & Zizzo, 2009; 

McMillan, 1996; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Pigg & Crank, 2004; Postmes, Spears, & 

Cihangir, 2001; Postmes, Spears, Lee, & Novak, 2005; Puddifoot; Rogers & Lea, 

2005). 

According to Henri Tajfel and John Turner’s social identity theory (1979), 

social identity is composed of three major components—categorization, identification, 

and comparison. Categorization is the process of putting people into categories, 

groupings that can be based on objective criteria, subjective criteria, and even arbitrary 

category assignments (Ren, Kraut, & Kiesler, 2007). Identification is the process of 

associating ourselves with certain groups. Comparison is the process of comparing a 

group, “our” group, with other groups. This important early work of Tajfel and Turner 

established a social identity theory that positions two extremes of social behavior, 

interpersonal versus intergroup behavior, at each end of a continuum. At the 

interpersonal end of the continuum, interactions between two or more people are 

determined by their interpersonal relationships and individual characteristics. At the 

intergroup end of the extreme, interactions are determined by memberships in various 

social groups or categories. The theory makes it clear that the two extremes never 

happen in “real life” so the actual determinations always fall somewhere along the 

continuum. The theory is well developed and has been studied in great detail over the 

past 35 years and the elements described above certainly appear to hold true for my 

study population. However, the primary focus of Tajfel and Turner’s work is on 

intergroup discrimination, a factor that does not seem to be an essential or prominent 

element in the PNGADV group study.  
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In a study on group affiliation, researchers Bernhard, Fehr, and Fischbacher 

discuss Papua New Guinea as a unique environment, one that is ideal for the study of 

social norms and how they relate to group affiliations (Bernhard et al., 2006). 

Bernhard et al. list the important factors of strong group identity as being tied to the 

diversity of languages, local customs, and social norms. They also point out that 

because “centralized institutions for the enforcement of legal rules are largely absent,” 

it is these social norms that serve to regulate social life in PNG. The Bernard et al. 

research is certainly a useful study with applicable findings, but even though the group 

interactions measured in the study took place in Papua New Guinea, it was still lab 

research, a concocted “game.” I do not mean to discount or minimize the work that 

was done but merely to point out that there still seems to be a gap in the researching of 

natural groups in PNG. 

Identities within Discourse 

Stuart Hall introduces the concept of identification as being constructed from a 

point of recognition of a common base of shared characteristics with others (Hall, 

2000). He speaks of identities as “points of temporary attachment to the subject 

positions which discursive practices construct for us” (p. 19), intersections between 

discourses and processes, and the result of successful articulation or ‘chaining’ of the 

subject into the flow of discourse. Hall describes the discursive approach further as 

“[seeing] identification as a construction, a process never completed—always ‘in 

process’” (p. 16). He describes the concept of identity not as one that is essentialist, 

built on a well-established, unchanging, and central core of “the self,” but rather as a 

concept that is disjointed, fragmented, and multiply constructed “across different, 

often intersecting and antagonistic, discourse, practices and positions.” It is this 

understanding of identities as being constructed within discourse that then calls for the 

recognition that identities “are constructed through, not outside, difference” (p. 17). 

While Hall’s poststructuralist/deconstructive view of identity and identification lends 

much to the examination and deeper understanding of those concepts, a more 

traditional view of group identity serves the purposes of this dissertation—the 
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answering of research questions about group identity, knowledge construction, and 

cultural impact—better. 

John Swales, a linguist and self-described discourse analyst (Swales, 1987) 

proposes six defining characteristics for use in identifying a group of individuals as a 

discourse community: 1) commonality of interest, 2) mechanisms for 

intercommunication between members, 3) survival by providing information and 

feedback, 4) development of genre-specific discoursal expectations, 5) possession of 

an embedded dynamic towards and increasingly shared and specialized terminology, 

and 6) a critical mass of members with a suitable degree of relevant discoursal and 

content expertise (Swales, 1987, 1990). All of these characteristics were exhibited by 

the PNGADV group to some extent. Combining the conceptualization of identity put 

forth by Hall with the requirements of discourse community outlined by Swales 

presented this dissertation with a clear point of intersection between discourses and 

processes, an intersection evidenced here by examples of group identity within this 

discourse community. 

In conducting research into the concept of discourse community, researcher 

Anne Beaufort (1997) examined an institutional site involved in the transfer of 

learning from academic to professional contexts. In this study, she defined discourse 

communities as “that mid-space, beyond the level of immediate rhetorical context but 

not as broad as entire cultures” (p. 487). She identified the community space as being 

defined by writing constraints in a given situation, or put another way, by exploring 

the social borders at which writing practices change. In establishing the characteristics 

of a discourse community Beaufort described three requirements—modes for 

communication, overarching norms for texts, roles for writers—and three influencing 

factors—a set of underlying values and goals for the community, material conditions, 

and individual writers’ characteristics. While these characteristics line up somewhat 

with Swales’ characteristics, I find the categories of Swales’ earlier study to be more 

applicable to the PNGADV group discourse. Although not organized into these six 
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characteristics categorizations in this dissertation, they are all, nonetheless, evidenced 

in this work’s findings and analyses. 

Group Theories 

Strategic/Organizational Groups 

Researchers Peteraf and Shanley (1997) conducted research on what they 

termed “strategic groups” in the late 1990s. Strategic groups are those that involve 

industry related firms or substructures. Like research conducted on student groups, 

Peteraf and Shanley’s work is not directly applicable to the context of the group which 

I am analyzing because of its imposed or contrived settings. But the theory behind the 

work still offers useful, applicable information. A more complete definition of 

strategic group identity is “a set of mutual understandings among members, rather 

than from the shared understandings that underlie organizational identity” (p. 166). 

Peteraf and Shanley explain that while this definition is similar to the classic definition 

of organizational identity provided by Albert and Whetten (1985), two subtle but 

important differences should be considered. First, whereas classical theory attributes 

group identity to shared understandings, strategic group identity theory focuses on 

mutual understandings: “The term 'mutual understandings' implies that members, 

through history, discourse, and interactions, have come to understand the behaviors of 

other members and the underlying logic of their decision-making (Edwards, 1991)” 

(Peteraf & Shanley, 1997, p. 167). Later in this dissertation I will be presenting 

evidence of how PNGADV group members have developed, and continue to develop, 

their own mutual understandings as well as how these understandings contribute to the 

group identity. Second, it requires a common understanding among group members 

that a group does indeed exist (i.e. it is a cognitive group). Mutual understanding is 

tied to the cognitive categorization in that group members do not need to perceive the 

group in exactly the same way, nor do they need to “mirror each other’s 

characteristics” (p. 167). While a group of individuals meeting in an online (virtual) 

environment in response to a social problem does not meet the definition of a strategic 

or organizational group, there do seem to be a number of places where the theories are 
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applicable. First, smaller groups of members engaged in threaded conversations are, in 

effect, often representative of the “organization” as a whole. Second, although there is 

no long-standing membership in “the firm” to impact production of a homogeneous 

group, there are common experiences that provide a homogenizing influence. Third, 

the threaded interactions contribute to social learning processes that, like in the case of 

strategic groups, “lead to a collective understanding and appreciation of the group’s 

attributes, upon which a group identity may be built,” (p. 168). 

Decision-Making Groups 

There are a number of research studies that have been conducted to examine 

communication processes within decision-making groups. An early study by Scheidel 

and Crowell (1964) is identified by Pavitt and Johnson (2002) as the first major study 

of group processes that is published in a communication journal and is a study that 

focuses on examining the sequential structure of such group communications. This 

focus gives the researchers an alternative to the widely adopted approach provided by 

Bales and Strodtbeck that examines the somewhat linear progression of group 

decision-making that follows a direct path from initiation to completion of problems 

that involve group decisions. While both studies follow sequential progressions, the 

Scheidel and Crowell perspective focuses on discussion proposals and introduces a 

process they call reach-testing whereby sample groups are examined after making a 

proposal. The sample groups are often found to discuss the proposal for a period of 

time making evaluations that are explicit or implicit, before moving on to the next 

proposal. If the group responds favorably to a proposal, this research shows the 

proposal is likely to reappear later in discussions, while proposals that elicit 

unfavorable responses are unlikely to reappear. Scheidel and Crowell call this second 

process of proposal recurrence spiraling. In this dissertation, the communication 

activities of the PNGADV group, however, were more focused on common meaning 

making through the sharing of stories, information, and ideas rather than on group 

decisions and actions related to proposals. 
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Lawrence Frey’s work on a history of group decision making was first 

presented in 1996, well before the spread of online social networking. He maintains 

that the shared history of real-life groups strongly influences the patterns of their 

interactions as well as their decision making habits. Frey describes Bales’ work as part 

of interaction theory as Bales’ interests involve understanding how small groups fit 

into larger organizations as well as how social systems adapt and change over time. 

Frey maintains interaction theory as one that has “a profound effect on the study of 

group behavior” and expresses an observation of the shifting of attention by 

researchers from those external constraints that are imposed on groups to those 

internal processes that are characteristic of group decision making (Frey, 1996, p. 26).  

Natural Groups 

Even though there are a number of studies that utilize Bales’ IPA for both face-

to-face and online interactions, most of these studies involve groups in a laboratory 

setting or classrooms. One problem with studying experimental groups like these is 

that research on such groups is decontextualized. Real-life groups—natural groups—

on the other hand, are dependent on contexts that influence both communication and 

decision making. In their work on bona fide groups, researchers Cynthia Stohl and 

Linda Putnam report that a number of small group researchers have advocated moving 

away from studies involving “isolated, zero-history, laboratory groups” (p. 285) in 

order to seek applications of real-world significance that can be found by studying 

groups in their natural contexts. Stohl and Putnam maintain that studies of natural 

groups are distinguished from traditional small group research in a number of ways, 

including the capture of “temporal constraints, emotional intensity, wide ranging 

behaviors, and goals of group life through focusing on context factors (e.g., 

embeddedness, multiple roles), boundary communication (e.g., connectivity), and 

internal group communication,” all characteristics which “capture the dynamics, 

fluidity, and complexity of the role that context plays in group experience” (1994, p. 

285).  
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Studying group communication in the laboratory or classroom setting is 

relatively easy while studying natural groups can be a bit more complex (Frey, 1994). 

One of the complexities involves gaining access to the group, an obstacle more easily 

overcome in this dissertation by focusing on historical records that are publicly, 

though not particularly easily, available. Another complexity that can negatively 

impact natural group research involves the length of time required for completing 

observations. Again, the fact that this dissertation utilizes historical records mitigates 

this complexity somewhat by allowing for examination of a large corpus of data and 

perhaps, more importantly, by allowing for studying the group interactions over a 

period of time. For this dissertation, the length of time determined to provide adequate 

coverage of the topic, while still limiting the dataset to a reasonable, manageable 

amount of data, was identified as six months. Future studies may extend this period of 

time, compare these findings to different six-month windows of time, or compare 

findings to other groups’ interactions over a six-month period in order to compare, 

contrast, validate, challenge, and further explore, the findings from this study.  

Natural groups come with their own set of influences that must be taken into 

consideration during research analysis. For example, the “pure” effect of belonging to 

a group as well as additional influences that come from the characteristics of the 

natural group involved both contribute to the effects on natural group membership. “In 

natural groups the two effects combine and are difficult to disentangle,” explain Heap 

and Zizzo (2009, p. 296), a complexity that compels these researchers to utilize 

artificial group membership rather than natural as, they believe, it avoids the 

applications of stereotypes or expectations that are a part of natural group 

membership. Although the group that was analyzed in this dissertation was a natural 

group, it was helpful to understand these complexities and to watch for possible 

negative effects during the analysis of the PNGADV natural group’s data. 

Group Membership 

Burke, Kraut, and Joyce (2010) present a number of observations about 

newcomer strategies in online groups. When examining ways in which online groups 
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differ from conventional groups they point out the lack of a shared physical space, 

high turnover rates, and membership that is more nebulous than distinct. Their work 

goes on to explore the challenges faced by newcomers to online groups and proceeds 

to describe the three paths that those members may take to find a way into the group: 

declarations, questions, and revelations. “Declarations are verbal assertions by the 

newcomer that he or she is a member…Questions are a form of active inquiry crafted 

to convey an image of dedication and competence, an attempt to look more like an 

insider…Revelations are statements through which new participants reveal details 

about themselves,” (p. 8) all strategies intended to indicate an insider’s view of the 

group and demonstrate similarities in values and ideologies. 

In a work on social identity perspective, Hogg et al. describe group 

membership as “a matter of collective self-construal—‘we,’ ‘us,’ and ‘them’” (Hogg, 

Abrams, Otten, & Hinkle, 2004, p. 251). Their research presents the social identity 

perspective as a general view of group membership and examines it as a phenomenon 

“that encompasses small and large groups, interactive and non-interactive groups, 

task-oriented and self-definitional groups, and intra- and intergroup phenomena” (p. 

247). These researchers present social identity processes as being guided by two 

motivations: self-enhancement and uncertainty reduction. The self-enhancement 

motivation involves the group perceiving their own group as having a valued social 

identity and the idea that simply belonging to such a group generates a positive effect 

on self-esteem. The other social identity motive, uncertainty reduction, is described as 

a motive that often drives behavior as group members like to know their place in the 

social world and may even adjust their behavior in order to maintain this place.  

A number of experiments were conducted in the 1970s and 1980s by Henri 

Tajfel and associated researchers into the role of social categorization in intergroup 

behavior. In many of these experiments, group membership was assigned randomly or 

based on flimsy and inconsequential criteria, although participants thought their 

groupings were meaningful. In spite of the randomness of the groupings, the 

researchers most often found that, given a choice, groups acted on behalf of their own 
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group as opposed to the larger group (Tajfel, 1970) and that group members tended to 

discriminate against those that were randomly assigned to a different category (Billig 

& Tajfel, 1973). These experiments further support the social identity theory premise 

that “the groups to which people belong mean something to them. Once a person sees 

herself as part of a group, she derives self-esteem from that group membership and 

adopts behaviors that are consistent with the stereotypes associated with the group 

identity” (Chen & Li, 2009, p. 432). 

Group Formation and Communication 

In a 1985 study by Hogg and Turner (prior to any widespread social network 

availability, of course) the authors examine the effect of interpersonal attraction, 

positive or negative, as it relates to group formation. Part of their findings indicate 

that, not surprisingly, even when there are no obvious categorizations present, 

individuals tend to identify with members that they like as opposed to those that they 

do not like. The researchers then go on to reach conclusions about two other items of 

interest to my own dissertation. First, they note that when minimal interpersonal 

information is available, the similarities that encourage decisions for group 

membership are based less on the personal constructs and more on the general 

similarities of the group noting that these similarities are not so much personal as they 

are social. Second, the researchers note that when the situation provides more 

individuating information and the relationship is more personal and individual, the 

situation does not lead to an assumption of common category membership and 

resulting group formation. Taken together, these findings tend to suggest social 

identity theory as a more solid path of exploration for the PNGADV group interactions 

than social cohesion theory even when minimizing the focus on the intergroup 

discrimination of Tajfel and Turner’s work. 

Another group of researchers explore the phenomenon of group formation 

occurring “concurrently and organically” in large networks (Backstrom, Huttenlocher, 

Kleinberg, & Lan, 2006, p. 45). “The data suggest a ‘law of diminishing returns’ at 

work,” explain Backstrom et al., “where having additional friends in a group has 
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successively smaller effect but nonetheless continues to increase the chance of joining 

over a fixed time window.” While the dynamics of this joining and leaving of the 

group is outside the scope of my research, I do find it helpful to remember that some 

kind of network connections between existing and new members, no matter how weak 

or tenuous, was required initially, in most cases, in order for members to find their 

way to the group.   

The Importance of Difference 

Appadurai’s (1996) work on “cultural dimensions of globalizations” 

encourages post-national thinking by researchers and academics alike and his 

proposition that we need to study the local, globally, falls well within the realm of 

culture and identity. “As a boundary-maintenance question,” he explains, “culture then 

becomes a matter of group identity as constituted by some differences among others” 

(p. 13). In addition, Appadurai’s focus on the impact of difference on group identity 

means the research is applicable to this dissertation as well as it examines the 

“differences, contrasts, and comparisons” (p. 12) that Appadurai identifies as being 

more helpful in identifying group membership. And if it is these differences that help 

us identify the boundaries that define a group, those that determine its identity, then it 

stands to reason that making note of those differences brings us much closer to 

understanding the group identity as determined by its members. This line of reasoning 

also brings us back to Stuart Hall and his theories of identities as being constructed 

within discourse as he reminds us that as discursive formations “emerge within the 

play of specific modalities of power,” they are thus “more the product of the marking 

of difference and exclusion, than they are the sign of an identical, naturally constituted 

unit” (Hall, 2000, p. 17). 

Looking back at the Hogg et al. work reviewed earlier, we find this group of 

researchers also describes the importance of difference as it applies to intragroup 

contexts. “Intergroup social comparisons do not strive toward uniformity and 

assimilation;” they point out, “instead, they strive to maximize differences between 

self, as ingroup member, and other, as outgroup member” (Hogg et al., 2004, p. 257). 
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Biling and Tajfel refer to this difference as “distinctiveness” and call for further study 

about “the links from identity to distinctiveness and the manner in which the search 

for the former determines efforts to establish the latter” (Billig & Tajfel, 1973, p. 49).  

In what might be considered an interesting side note or possibly an opposing 

view to this line of inquiry, one anthropologist notes a different view of difference in 

her beautiful account of her field work on Tubetube, a remote island in Papua New 

Guinea (Macintyre, 1993). Macintyre describes struggling to learn the language with 

the help of her local friend and neighbor, Edi, and describes a shared concept of 

motherhood, a point of similarity between the two women, as “a means of affirming 

an equality” (p. 47). On the other hand, the fact that Edi served in a role as her 

language teacher, combined with “her greater status as a mother of nine”, provided a 

way for Edi to assert her authority over Macintyre in that context. As Macintyre 

considers the role of difference in the interactions, she explains, “I did not attempt to 

disguise differences between my life in Australia and my life in the field. Rather, it 

was one of the major ways in which I communicated with people. For my interest in 

their culture and work was matched by their interest in mine” (p. 58). It seems that 

when Macintyre considered the differences between herself and the women she was 

attempting to learn from, and thus identify with, it was those differences that created a 

bond between them. This interesting observation of difference as a bonding 

mechanism might also bear close attention in my own study.  

Inclusion and Exclusion 

As was pointed out earlier in this review, Stuart Hall’s chapter on identity 

(Hall, 2000) provides an update to the field of study and provides for a deeper 

understanding of his views on identity and discourse. As he explains it, it is the “play 

of power and exclusion” (p. 18) that are responsible for the construction of “unities”. 

In Hall’s view it is this difference, or “exclusion”, that signifies the construction of 

identity rather than some idea of a unified and welcoming inclusiveness.  

James A. Banks (2008), in his exploration of group identity in a political 

environment, referred to research by Iris Young (1989) when he noted that “a 
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differentiated conception of citizenship, rather than a universal one, is needed to help 

marginalized groups attain civic equality and recognition in multicultural democratic 

nations” (p. 131). Banks explains how the interests of dominant groups are often 

defined as the “public” interest while those of marginalized groups are defined as 

“special” interests. I include a review of this research here as a cautionary effort, a 

reminder that exclusions by marginalization or discrimination do not fit into the same 

category as Macintyre’s bonding based on differences.  

One other topic related to inclusion and exclusion that bears mentioning here 

again as well is the exclusionary effect of technology limitations that are especially 

prevalent in developing nations. With only 1% of the population of PNG having 

access to the Internet, the PNGADV group membership is already extremely 

exclusionary, at least in its availability to Papua New Guineans, and is available only 

to those few with actual resources available to allow them access to the community. 

Tie Strength 

The concept of tie strength was introduced by Mark Granovetter in his 

landmark paper “The Strength of Weak Ties” (1973). A tie is a connection between 

communicators whenever they share or exchange resources, including both goods and 

services, but also support or information (Haythornthwaite, 2002). Granovetter 

describes the strength of a tie as “a (probably linear) combination of the amount of 

time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal 

services which characterize the tie” (p. 1361). Granovetter’s argument is based on the 

assumption that it is the strong ties that bind similar people together in clusters where 

they are all mutually connected, but it is the weak ties that provide a “local bridge” to 

social systems that are not connected. This makes it likely that it is the weak ties that 

provide new information to the system while the strong ties actually provide far less 

impact (Krackhardt, 1992). For example, Granovetter reports that people actually find 

jobs more often through their casual, or weak-tie, acquaintances rather than through 

the strong-tie friends or family (Shirky, 2010). The same argument, however, asserts 

that it is our strong ties, or close friends, that we are more likely to be socially 
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involved with rather than with our weak ties, or acquaintances (Granovetter, 1983). 

There is, as Haythornthwaite describes it, “also an ongoing ebb and flow in ties: they 

grow in strength as people get to know each other better, and decline as the reason for 

the strong association reaches its conclusion” (2002, p. 387).  

In a work from 1990, Wellman and Wortley describe similarity analysts’ 

arguments as those that point to similar people joining together to build strong 

friendships and explains that these group memberships are likely to have similar 

characteristics and shared interests that foster this mutual understanding and support 

(they refer to Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954; Field, 1982; Marsden, 1988). They contrast 

these views with those of dissimilarity analysts who present the “strength of weak 

ties” argument that by connecting socially dissimilar persons, weak ties provide better 

connections and provide bridging ties that provide additional accesses not available to 

them via their strong tie relationships (they cite Durkheimian, [1893], 1933; 

Simmelian [1922], 1955; Kemper, 1972; Blau & Schwartz, 1984; Granovetter, 1982).  

Caroline Haythornthwaite discusses ties in three groupings in her research: 

strong, weak, and latent (Haythornthwaite, 2002) and her primary argument is that it is 

the tie that determines “the ways, means, and expression of communications, and it 

determines the motivation, needs, and desires for communication” (p. 385). She 

presents this view “in contrast to theories that suggest it is the attributes of the media, 

or individual’s attitudes to media, that determine interaction content” (p. 386). 

Haythornthwaite also describes ties as fluctuating over time based on communication 

activities. “They grow in strength as people get to know each other better,” she points 

out, “and decline as the reason for the strong association reaches its conclusion” (p. 

387). Because communication is key to tie maintenance, she argues, it is media that 

enables these ties and provide a source of research by allowing close examination of 

patterns of media use. Although the weak ties established by social media provide 

access to information not otherwise available for group member interactions, there is a 

downside; “…ties maintained via one medium are susceptible to change in that 

medium, and they are likely to be slow to reformulate communication links” (p. 391).  
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These issues of tie strength and their importance, and further discussion about 

the benefits associated with the maintenance of weak ties, inclusion and empowerment 

for peripheral participants, for example, will be revisited later in this research as I 

analyze the impact tie strength has on the group and its identity construction. 

Construction of Knowledge and Meanings 

In 2004 a study was conducted by Pena-Shaff and Nicholls to analyze student 

interactions and meaning construction in asynchronous and synchronous computer 

conferencing (CC) discussions. As to the social construction of meaning through 

learning activities they had this to say: 

Dialogue serves as an instrument for thinking because in the process of 

explaining, clarifying, elaborating, and defending our ideas and thoughts we 

engage in cognitive processes such as integrating, elaborating and structuring 

(Brown & Palinscar, 1989; Jonassen et al., 1995; Norman, 1993). Therefore, it 

is in the process of articulating, reflecting and negotiating that we engage in a 

meaning making or knowledge construction process. (Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 

2004, pp. 244-245) 

Although their study was based on interactions in organized classroom 

environments, it is conceivable that their theories could be expanded to include non-

formal learning environments such as those found in Facebook interactions between 

group members trying to establish or maintain their group identity. One critical 

thinking researcher describes the knowledge in such a learning space—what he calls a 

“self-directed learning space”, and one that is examined in his research prior to the 

advent of online communities—as being “created by communicative action that 

recognizes both the private and shared worlds of the individual” (Garrison, 1992, p. 

137). He goes on to say that “it is in the shared world that true meaning is achieved” 

(p. 138). 

Some of the advantages Pena-Shaff and Nicholls, and other researchers that 

they cite, identify as belonging to CC interactions include: interactions between 

members at different power levels; an environment that provides for review and 

analysis of posted information before responding; the encouragement of ideas that are 

articulated more deliberately since they are text-based; allowing for more equal 
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participation among group members; allowing for more interactions by removing the 

need for members to be at the same place at the same time; an environment that “can 

provide…opportunities to develop sophisticated cognitive skills such as self-

reflection, elaboration, and in-depth analysis of [course] content, allowing the 

purposeful construction of knowledge” (p. 248). 

In Henry Jenkins’s (2006) book Convergence Culture the author describes the 

book as being about the relationship between three concepts—media convergence, 

participatory culture, and collective intelligence. To explain “collective intelligence” 

Jenkins describes the ability of online communities to “leverage the combined 

expertise” of their members. New online communities are emerging that are defined 

through temporary affiliations, maintained through mutual interests, and held together 

“through the mutual production and reciprocal exchange of knowledge” (p. 27). This 

mutual production occurs in part because one of the basic assumptions of collective 

intelligence is that everyone has something to contribute. There are drawbacks, 

however, such as the fact that a collective intelligence is “disorderly, undisciplined, 

and unruly” (p. 53). One of Jenkins’s most interesting observations, at least when I 

think of it in the context of my study group, is that what holds a collective intelligence 

together is not the static possessing of knowledge, but rather is the process of 

acquiring knowledge, a process that is dynamic and calls for participation, a process 

that tests and reaffirms the group’s social ties continuously. 

Culture and Identity 

In an interesting work published in the Journal of International Management 

(2003) researchers Bird and Stevens tell several stories to introduce their argument 

about an emerging global culture. They conclude this introduction with the following 

statements: 

Increasingly, an identifiable and homogeneous group is emerging at least 

within the world business community. This group neither shares a common 

geographic location, socioeconomic class, religion, native language nor a 

national culture. Yet they share a common set of values, attitudes, norms, 

language and behaviors. With one foot in their native culture and one foot in 

the global arena, they are members of a distinctly identifiable and emerging 
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global culture. In some cases, they appear to share more in common with 

others active in the global village than with those of their own national culture. 

They are members of what we identify as the emergent global culture. (p. 397) 

Once again, although the target of these researchers—global business 

organizations—has little in common with my own online heterogeneous group 

organized to combat a social problem, there is still much to be considered in the 

cultural impacts their groups are facing that could also be applicable to mine. Bird and 

Stevens point to the worldwide availability of Coca-Cola products as one global 

culture indicator, products that are also widely available in PNG. Toyota is mentioned 

in their work as the “most likely to have built the automobile driven in most corners of 

the world” (p. 398), a vehicle that from my own personal observations certainly has 

made its mark, in the rugged-terrain-handling versions like the Land Cruiser, among 

those with upper-class incomes in PNG. On the other hand, many of the generalities 

mentioned in their work do not seem to have the same impact in PNG. For example, 

while they argue that languages around the globe are dying out and no longer being 

taught to children, there are more languages spoken in the small nation of Papua New 

Guinea than anywhere else on earth. While it cannot be denied that even in PNG a 

reduction in languages can be seen, the general tendency of PNG nationals seems to be 

to hold on to the language of their childhood, their tok ples, and simply add to their 

knowledge by adding pidgin, or tok pisin, and English to their repertoire of language 

skills. The reduction in language skills that does occur seems to be in response to other 

cultural changes, such as more children growing up in the cities rather than the 

villages, and tribal intermingling by marriage due to the increased mobilization of the 

PNG workforce. Bird and Stevens conclude their work by noting that “though 

diversity still abounds, the world is clearly becoming more unified and homogeneous” 

(p. 299) a view that I might challenge as it applies to PNG. In this work, however, I 

continue to seek evidence of whether, and how, these global culture views might also 

be applied to the small group application in the PNGADV group.  
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Cultural Influences in Technical Communication 

According to Russell Rutter in his work on “History, Rhetoric, and 

Humanism” (Rutter, 1991), “Technical communication belongs to a tradition that 

asserts the primacy of knowing and being over willing and doing. It insists that the 

person thinking is more important than the tools used or the system acted upon” (p. 

22). While I could spend some time here situating the PNGADV group’s activities as 

an example of technical communication within a community, the stronger argument is 

that the primary value of this dissertation is in its ability to inform the TCR field and 

contribute to better understanding of the impact of culture on social and workplace 

group identity.  

One interesting work that examines culture and cultural identity and positions 

itself within the field it calls “intercultural technical communication” is Hunsinger’s 

work, Culture and Cultural Identity in Intercultural Technical Communication (2006). 

This work examines cultural identity issues largely by referring to the critical cultural 

theory of Appadurai. In this article, Hunsinger shares an example based on a friend of 

his, a woman named Lynn, from mainland China who came to the U.S. to attend a 

large Midwestern public university. Hunsinger’s discussion of how Lynn did not 

simply express a cultural identity drawn from her Chinese heritage, but instead 

constructed a cultural identity performatively seems particularly applicable to my 

study of  a group of individuals engaging in identity building (in a group identity) that 

is constructed from the members’ combined experiences and shared in an interactive 

online environment. Evidences of performative cultural identity building are provided 

in the analysis section of this dissertation. 

In an introduction to Technical Communication (2007) researcher Mike Markel 

explains that a significant portion of the cost of managing business transactions can be 

attributed to poor communication. In his definition of technical communication, 

Markel describes technical communication as the “writing, designing, and transmitting 

[of] technical information so that people can understand it easily and use it safely, 

effectively and efficiently” (p. 4). These observations and definitions are of interest to 
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me in that much of the interaction that went on in the PNGADV Facebook group 

involved improper grammar usage, punctuation errors, word usage errors, and 

misspellings as well as the language switching and use of the local variants of slang, 

all which could easily be classified as “poor communication.” And yet the group 

continued to attract new members to the space, to encourage active participation in 

discussions, and to engage in real-life activities, actions, and reactions that are 

significant in many ways, observations that suggests either that the communication 

among these group members should not be considered technical communication, or 

that the less-than-perfect communication styles are not as important as Markel has 

defined them. 

Symbols, Heroes, and Rituals 

In Hofstede’s ‘onion diagram’ of the concepts of culture (Hofstede, 1991) two 

primary cultural manifestations are shown, those of values and of practices (see Figure 

3.1). At the core of the diagram are values, those things that are implicitly held as 

truths or viewed as the way things ought to be. Many of our values remain 

unconscious to us making them difficult to identify, both by internal consideration and 

external observation. According to Hofstede, the primary way these values are 

identified is by inference from the way people act under different circumstances. The 

practices, on the other hand, are easily recognized by the outside observer. These are 

divided into three primary categories in the diagram, those of symbols, heroes, and 

rituals. Symbols are those words, gestures, pictures or objects that carry special 

meanings that are only recognized by others in the same cultural group. Because they 

are most superficial—easily adopted from others, lost to misuse, and changed over 

time—they occupy the outermost level in the diagram. Heroes are persons who are 

admired by others, and rituals are group activities, ceremonies, and ways of paying 

respect.  
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Figure 3.1  Hofstede's manifestations of culture at different levels of depth 

Later in this dissertation I examine evidence of symbols, heroes, and rituals 

within the PNGADV group interactions. The complexity that arises in a heavily 

diverse group, however, comes from the fact that values are established within the 

individual members at an early age. As Hofstede points out, “The inexperienced 

foreigner can make an effort to learn some of the symbols and rituals of the new 

environment (words to use, how to greet, when to bring presents) but it is unlikely that 

he or she can recognize, let alone feel, the underlying values.” There are, of course, 

grounds to argue that most of the new group members, even the expatriates, no longer 

qualify as “inexperienced foreigners.” For the most part these are individuals who 

have actually lived and worked in PNG for some period in their lives. I would argue 

that many of the expat members, especially the group administrators, have reached the 

acculturation phase of cultural adaptation, the phase that “sets in when the visitor has 

slowly learned to function under the new conditions, has adopted some of the local 

values, finds increased self-confidence and becomes integrated into a new social 

network” (p. 385), and some have actually reached Hofstede’s stable state of mind, 

“in which case the visitor can be considered to be biculturally adapted” or gone even 

further and may be considered “gone native” (p. 385). 
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Cultural Groups and Violence Prevention 

Gender based violence and violence in general in Papua New Guinea are not 

the primary points of interest in this dissertation. However, both of these issues have a 

major influence on the common experiences of group members, on the topics of 

discussion participated in by group members, on the emotions exhibited by members 

in their discussions, and often on the cultural impacts of the topics on group member 

relationships. Therefore, a brief examination of literature related to the topics of 

violence prevention and of violence against women in PNG is provided here. 

In a study on community involvement in violence prevention in the U.S., 

researchers identified a number of ways that violence impacts the community 

including the following: causing physical harm, resulting in isolation and alienation 

among community members, and stigmatizing and alienating some communities from 

mainstream society (Bowen, Gwiasda, & Brown, 2004). One of the growing efforts in 

the battle against community violence of all kinds involves the establishment of 

therapeutic communities in residential settings, “sanctuary models,” that focus on 

engaging the community to take ownership of intervention efforts and to hold each 

other accountable. In spite of significant differences in the values held by these 

communities as opposed to communities in PNG, one of the development stages 

marking community progress towards goals of providing safety in the community is 

very much in place in PNG as well. “Creating safety also meant acknowledging pain 

that occurred in the community as a result of violence and allowing residents to 

collectively take steps to heal (e.g., vigils, marches, and murals to commemorate the 

victims” (p. 360). 

An Amnesty International report on violence against women in PNG indicates 

that violence in PNG in both the home and in the community is pervasive. There is, 

admittedly, a lack of recent and comprehensive data about the problem, but the 

evidence collected by Amnesty International is compelling enough for the issue to be 

freely acknowledged as a major concern. In some regions of the country, the problem 

is so pervasive as to be recognized as threatening the lives of most women in the area. 
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“The threat of gender-based violence,” the report states, “particularly sexual violence, 

impacts on women’s ability to move freely in the community, to use public transport, 

to access health and education services, and to travel to market or to the workplace.” 

The report also outlines how the danger and fact of violence increases the vulnerability 

of women to the HIV/AIDS epidemic. “The threat and the reality of gender-based 

violence mean that fear permeates many women’s existence—with the home a place 

of risk and not refuge. The threat and the reality of gender-based violence continue to 

damage the physical and mental health of women across the country who live with 

permanent injuries and scars, both seen and unseen.” (Amnesty International, 2006). 

The Amnesty International research indicates that women in PNG believe that 

violence against women is wrong, even criminal, but that they also believe, 

overwhelmingly, that the government is failing to meet its obligations to women. One 

of the barriers to change (“excuses”) noted in the report is that of “culture…often 

invoked as an excuse or explanation” for lack of action on the part of authorities 

(Amnesty International, 2006, p. 72). Part of the argument is that traditional customary 

laws and practices are often given a special status in PNG while “foreign systems” are 

frequently, and at times justifiably, identified as causes for PNG’s problems with law 

and order. Examples given for this argument include discussions of bride price and 

polygyny. Women interviewed by Amnesty International describe the cultural practice 

of bride price as historically designed to protect women in the event that their 

husbands did not provide for them or abandoned them. “Bride price historically 

ensured that women’s value as labourers and farmers was properly recognized” (p. 

73). It is the foreign view of bride price as an economic transaction, a purchase 

allowing a man to treat a woman how he wishes, that seems to have been more 

recently enculturated in PNG society. Likewise, women describe the historical 

purpose of polygyny as a method to provide for all the women in a village, a 

perspective corrupted by outside views and influences and now often seen as a way for 

a man to achieve social status or even as an excuse to abandon familial responsibilities 

leaving the wives unprotected and vulnerable. In another study, research that involves 

a comparison of three different approaches to handling of the problem of violence 
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against women in a small Hawaiian community—rights, religion, and community—

researcher Sally Merry concludes that, “In these forums [Beijing Plus Five UN 

General Assembly Special Session in 2000, the Commission on the Status of Women 

meeting in 2001, and the Commission on Human Rights in 2001], culture appears as a 

hindrance to human rights [while] discussions of cultural relativism are virtually 

nonexistent” (2001, pp. 84-85), indicating that outsider views often reflect colonized 

perspectives that exclude important cultural elements when exploring approaches to 

reducing violence against women.  

Online Community 

This dissertation previously described the PNGADV group as meeting Swales’ 

requirements of a discourse community and provides further detailed evidence of 

meeting these requirements in Chapter 6. In his work, Swales (1987) also 

contextualizes discourse communities as being medium-neutral and unconstrained by 

space and time. In spite of these definitions, it appears that the PNGADV group’s 

discourse dynamics are actually complicated somewhat by the fact that the interactions 

all take place in an online, public space especially given the diverse backgrounds of 

the individuals involved.  

Recent research on community, in general, appears to be shifting. It is no 

longer useful to think of community as only physical groupings of people. 

Rather, given the modern world in which we live, where easy and rapid 

transportation as well as telephone lines and email can sustain relationships, it 

is more appropriate to think of community as a network of interpersonal ties 

that, like the isolated neighborhood communities that existed previously, 

provide sociability, support, information, a sense of belonging and social 

identity (Rheingold, 1994; Wellman, 2001; Wellman, Boase, & Chen, 2002)” 

(Cassell & Tversky, 2005).  

While these definitions of community are clearly a good fit for the PNGADV 

group, there does not seem to be any wealth of research involving online multicultural 

groups, or what Bird and Stevens (2003) refer to as the “emergent global culture.” 

In one relatively early work (Hampton & Wellman, 1999), written just before 

the phenomenon of social networking began to emerge, researchers predict that “new 

communication technologies are driving out of fashion the traditional belief that 
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community can only be found locally” (p. 476) and later conclude the importance of 

recognizing “that it is the sociable and supportive aspect of interaction that defines 

community and not the local space in which interaction may take place” (p. 489). 

They also advise that studies of online networks should not be limited to the 

interactions that take place in that setting, but should also be expanded to investigate 

how the online interactions fit into the larger community. While this expanded view is 

outside the scope of my own research, it does bear keeping in mind as a reminder that 

the research boundaries identified here are not necessarily boundaries that define the 

impact or reach of the community under observation. 

Social Networking Media 

The past few years have seen what some might define as a “phenomenal” 

number of examples of online collective action movements. One article that examines 

the use of the Internet in social movements explores whether, and how, “the Internet is 

perceived to be a suitable forum for collective action” and “examine[s] motives for 

collective action participation” (Brunsting & Postmes, 2002, p. 526). In this work the 

authors define collective actions not only as those taken by a group but also actions 

taken by individuals that are “intended and used as a means to obtain a collective 

outcome.” The article describes a “classic paradox” of the new medium as “a socially 

isolating medium [that] can reinforce social unity” (p. 528). These considerations are 

particularly useful to my study in that the PNGADV group members were unusually 

isolated and diverse and yet came together to both discuss, and occasionally act upon, 

issues of domestic violence issues in PNG. 

The Brunsting and Postmes article also points to a number of additional 

articles that support the view that anonymous and isolated behaviors of computer 

mediated communications (CMC) can be “even more normative than when people are 

identified and proximate” and that there can be “strong social attraction to the group 

when its members are isolated and anonymous” (Lea, Spears, & de Groot, 2001; 

Postmes, Spears, Sakhel, & de Groot, 2001; Spears, Postmes, Lea, & Wolbert, 2002). 

One thing that makes social influence theories involving online groups relative to this 
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article as well as my own research is the fact that the behavior and cognitions of 

individuals can still be “social” even when the individuals are isolated from other 

group members. This situation causes depersonalization and reduces the attention to, 

and impact of, individual distinctions, blurring these factors while reinforcing the 

group’s identity. “According to this perspective, the Internet does not make collective 

action impossible just because individuals are isolated and separated from each other. 

To the contrary, in many ways, the Internet offers people a chance to organize and 

unite in much more sophisticated and powerful ways” (Brunsting & Postmes, 2002, p. 

530). 

Virtual Community  

The primary model for sense of community, also referred to as psychological 

sense of community (PSC), has been attributed to McMillan and Chavis (1986). This 

model articulates four elements for a definition of sense of community. The first 

element is membership and involves a “feeling of belonging or of sharing a sense of 

personal relatedness.” The second element, influence, involves “a sense of mattering, 

of making a difference to a group and of the group mattering to its members.” The 

third element, integration and fulfillment of needs, “is the feeling that members' needs 

will be met by the resources received through their membership in the group.” The 

fourth element, shared emotional connection, involves “the commitment and belief 

that members have shared and will share history, common places, time together, and 

similar experiences” (pp. 3-4).  

In a later work (ten years later, in 1996) McMillan expands on the principles 

originally proposed and makes some adjustments to the theory. Although the same 

four elements can be found in the updated work, they are rearranged and renamed 

Spirit, Trust, Trade, and Art. “Presently, I view Sense of Community as a spirit of 

belonging together, a feeling that there is an authority structure that can be trusted, an 

awareness that trade, and mutual benefit come from being together, and a spirit that 

comes from shared experiences that are preserved as art,” (p. 315). In the earlier work, 

McMillan and Chavis attempted to demonstrate that “members are attracted to a 
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community in direct relation to their emotional sense of it,” a point that McMillan 

continues to affirm in the later work based on more recent studies.  

A further exploration of virtual communities comes from a 1997 study by 

Quentin Jones in which he identifies a difference between virtual communities and 

what he calls virtual settlements. According to Jones, the virtual settlement refers to 

the cyber-place within which a virtual community operates. In order for a cyber-place 

to be labeled as a virtual settlement, it must meet the following conditions: “1) a 

minimum level of interactivity; 2) a variety of communicators; 3) a minimum level of 

sustained membership; and 4) a virtual common-public-space where a significant 

portion” (p. 5) of interactions occur. Virtual communities, on the other hand, “are 

more than just a series of CMC [computer mediated communication] messages.” He 

points to a number of difficulties in defining cultural communities in his literature 

review concluding that virtual communities “are also sociological phenomena. The 

difficulties associated with the term virtual community demonstrates the need to 

distinguish between a virtual community's cyber-place and the virtual community 

itself.” As can be seen in later chapters of this dissertation, all of Jones’ conditions for 

“virtual settlement” status are met by the PNGADV group, conditions which appear 

very much related to definitions of discourse communities. 

In a work that examines the psychological sense of community in the 

workplace (PSCW), researchers Burroughs and Eby (1998) call the four (4) 

dimensions of their model 1) sense of belonging, 2) coworker support, 3) team 

orientation, and 4) emotional safety. They also include two additional dimensions they 

call 5) truthtelling and 6) spiritual bond. Understanding the theories of PSCW and 

how work groups form and norm may be helpful to me in future studies, but for this 

work it is more important to explore and try to understand what sets these groups apart 

from the physical and virtual groups like those in my study. The most notable 

difference is that PSCW does not require “liking” among group members. In groups 

like mine, consisting of people who join, interact, or even passively observe others’ 

interactions, a sense of cohesion is required “and is based on liking among group 



Texas Tech University, Belinda Amaya, December 2015 

62 

 

members, attraction to the task facing the group, and attraction to the status associated 

with group membership” (p. 512). Work groups and, to some extent, instructor-

assigned student groups, on the other hand, have no such requirement.  

In research conducted another eight years after McMillan’s second work, 

Blanchard and Markus attempt to apply some of the earlier theories to virtual 

communities. In this work they examine a virtual grouping of people in order to 

determine whether a sense of community exists in that particular online setting, and to 

determine the attributes and processes that characterize them (Blanchard & Markus, 

2004). In the online (virtual) group studied by these researchers the community is 

characterized by several social processes including “1) exchanging support, 2) creating 

identities and making identifications, and 3) the production of trust,” (p. 66) processes 

somewhat similar to those of the “real” communities studied by McMillan and other 

researchers (Burroughs & Eby, 1998). One of the differences observed in this study, 

however, involved identifying with the group as opposed to McMilan and Chavis’ 

description of identification with the community. “McMillan and Chavis’ concept is 

one of sharing in group identity; ours is one of individuation from group identity. This 

distinction may have something to do with the fact that participants in virtual 

communities can appear and feel much more anonymous than members of physical 

communities” (p. 75). 

Researcher Barry Wellman discusses the growth of the ‘community liberated’ 

argument, even in the pre-Facebook era of 1996, exploring how technologies are 

beginning to enable bonds that extended well beyond neighborhood and kinship ties. 

For two decades, our research group has argued that planes, phones and cars 

have enabled communities to transcend the confines of neighbourhood and 

kinship solidarities (Craven and Wellman, 1973; Wellman, 1979; Wellman and 

Leighton, 1979). This ‘community liberated’ argument contends that non-local, 

personal network communities flourish. It is an alternative to the ‘community 

lost’ argument that community has largely disappeared…and the ‘community 

saved’ argument that local communities continue to thrive (a key feature of the 

1960s). (Wellman et al., 1996, p. 348) 
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Summary 

As can be seen in this chapter, there is obviously no lack of literature on 

identity theories, group theories, theories about the construction of knowledge and 

meanings in groups, the impact of culture on identity, and identities of online 

communities. In spite of all of this material, however, there are still gaps, oversights, 

and empty spaces between the overlapping theories and practices that need to be 

explored. One of those gaps is described in George Hayhoe’s (2006) “research about 

audiences in the cultures with whom we are beginning to communicate and 

collaborate.” (p. 141), particularly in examining a community as diverse and rich as 

that found in Papua New Guinea. This dissertation is concentrated on better 

understanding of a social group in PNG and focuses on the culture that enables, 

encourages, and propels group members to produce, share, contribute socially, and 

understand each other better. A second gap is that found in the research available that 

examines natural groups in their natural settings. There are many studies available that 

produce theoretical constructs and examine classroom or laboratory settings, but 

testing those theories in actual, non-contrived, settings and spaces, like the PNGADV 

Facebook group page, provides for breadth and depth of experiences not available in 

decontextualized settings. A third gap examined in this dissertation explores the 

applicability of identity and group theories to online spaces. While there are other 

studies that attempt this, they are few and limited leaving much room for expansion 

and exploration into questions about how applicable old, well-established theories are 

in new, technology-enabled spaces. And finally, while there seems to be a virtual 

explosion in literature that explores social activism in online spaces, there is still much 

that can be learned from exploring intensely multi-cultural groups like the PNGADV 

Facebook group. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODS OF RESEARCH 

I am pursuing this research involving the online community of PNGADV as a 

case study. Goubil-Gambrell describes qualitative research in communication fields as 

belonging to one of two types (1992). Case study, she explains, is research about an 

individual or a small group of individuals while ethnography study is about the 

environment in which that individual or group of individuals function as 

communicators. She also points out that, in practice, it can be difficult to identify a 

piece of research as a case study or as an ethnography. Sociologist Martin Forsey 

describes ethnography as “a formation of study aimed at understanding and explaining 

the cultural context of lived experience” (2010, p. 567). He further explains that “it is 

difficult to imagine arriving at adequate understandings…by research that does not 

seek some form of deep contact that engages with the cultural and structural content of 

a person’s life.” Because my research focus is primarily on the group rather than on 

the individuals, I made a concerted effort not to engage in prolonged contact or dig 

deeper into personal relationships with the individuals whose interactions were being 

studied. On the other hand, I feel that a Western researcher who has not spent time in 

PNG and interacted with PNG nationals on a personal level would lack the insight 

required to “recognize important patterns of behavior that might otherwise be 

overlooked”, to “narrow the focus without missing the critical data”, or to “locate the 

biography of the…groups…in the broader cultural domains in which they live” 

(Kiewe, 2008, p. 76). So although I acknowledge the impact of ethnographic elements 

on my research, I also clearly place my work in the realm of a case study. 

Case Study Research 

According to Robert Yin’s (2009) work on case study research, “The case 

study is preferred in examining contemporary events, but when the relevant behaviors 

cannot be manipulated” (p. 12). Because the research in this dissertation examines a 

captured data set that reflects the acts of a contemporary community engaged in the 

use of modern technological tools in an, arguably, new and different way, the work 
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easily meets Yin’s case study research qualifications. An additional requirement 

specified by Yin is that the research must be in consideration of “how” or “why” 

questions (p. 4). Yin’s work also outlines “four critical conditions” (p. 26) aimed at 

maximizing the quality of the research design: construct validity, internal validity, 

external validity, and reliability. Although construct validity is often one of the most 

difficult requirements to meet in case study research, it is less of a problem in this 

dissertation research due to the fact that the data being examined is captured, 

historical, publicly available data that could be recaptured, in the case of questions or 

concerns, or a desire to replicate the study, at any time. Internal validity seeks to 

differentiate a causal relationship as opposed to a spurious relationship. Because this 

dissertation is more exploratory than explanatory in nature, internal validity is not a 

major concern. For the external validity requirement, the research design includes a 

strong reliance on established communication theory research, namely Bales’ IPA 

theory. And for the reliability requirement, the data collection procedures and the 

coding process could easily be repeated on this, or other, datasets.  

Content Analysis 

One of the research techniques I used in this study in order to identify major 

elements for exploration was content analysis. This dissertation examines the 

PNGADV group as a whole and seeks to identify its common cultural identity based 

on a close examination of the most commented-on status updates that occurred during 

the 6-month observation period. Examining the content of these texts, with the aim of 

discovering the underlying themes and patterns running through them (Huckin, 2004) 

was the aim of the primary analysis of collected data. An approach that is strictly 

quantitative is an option that would involve “taking into account only those words, 

phrases, or other linguistic tokens that belong to a predetermined list and thus can be 

tabulated reliably by a computer,” (p. 15) but it would also involve overlooking any 

implicit meanings that could be derived from the context. A qualitative approach, on 

the other hand, “focuses rather on both explicit and implicit concepts, and empowers 

the researcher to use his or her judgment in determining, on a case by case basis, 
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whether a particular linguistic token references a particular concept in the given 

context” (p. 15). It is this qualitative research path that best suits the aims of this 

research, a path that includes data collection, categorization of the texts, analysis of 

the themes and patterns, and interpretation of the data, an interpretation that includes 

“speculation about the context in which the study texts were produced, disseminated, 

and consumed by their intended audience” (p. 18). 

Methodology and Approach 

My research orientation is grounded in case study research methods and 

attempts to inform the fields of social identity, group identity, group membership 

(online groups in particular), organizational communication, and technical 

communication within the workplace. I chose the case study method as being most 

appropriate for both the available data being examined and the research questions 

being asked. My data meets Yin’s (2009) requirements for “examining contemporary 

events, but when the relevant behaviors cannot be manipulated” (p. 12) because the 

data examines group interactions that were captured over a six-month window of time 

within the past several years. And because my research questions all seek to answer 

the “hows” of those interactions and their impact on the group, the selection of the 

case study method of analysis seemed most appropriate.  

There is also a strong cultural component to this study which must also be 

explicitly addressed in the research method. According to Bernadette Longo (2013), 

there is a strong need for internationalizing the field of technical communication 

across cultural contexts and communities. Some attempt was made here to identify 

these cultural elements by examining factors outside the actual discussions such as 

country or province of origin for the group’s posters. Considering where the 

boundaries were between individuals and between those within the group and those 

outside of it provided an additional layer of information that situated the dissertation 

within the cultural contexts that impact it. Seeking evidence of those boundaries 

within the conversations among group members further informed of how those 

contexts manifested themselves as real and measurable impacts on group interactions. 
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Research Design 

My dissertation is a case study involving the online community of PNGADV. I 

examined the group as a whole and sought evidences of its common cultural identity 

based on a close examination of the most commented-on status updates that occurred 

during the six-month period of May through October 2012. This examination was 

accomplished by analyzing the threads in my dataset that composed the top 16 most 

commented-on status updates and classifying each based on Bales’ IPA coding 

scheme (Bales, 1950). I also conducted some statistical investigations into the 

identified characteristics of the individuals in the dataset, both as a matter of 

comparison between the group of individuals and the group as a whole, and as a way 

to identify some of the cultural differences between group members as one indication 

of the group’s diversity.  

The analyses, therefore, occurred at three distinct levels in this research. First, 

a broad overview of the group membership was developed using primarily quantitative 

methods of data analysis. Second, a more detailed examination of the top 16 status 

update posts, determined by number of comments, was conducted by examining them 

as a data subset. This level of analysis also included a quantitative examination of 

information exchanged between individual and the group, focusing on flow—

comment directions, and strength—count of directed exchanges. Finally, a further 

breakdown of the comments into segments expressing a single idea was performed, 

and these acts coded using Bales’ IPA coding scheme to examine the interactions of 

the group. In addition to these analyses, postings and codings were examined both in 

whole and in part in order to provide theoretical evidence relating to existing 

literature. 

The first step in preparing for application of the coding scheme to the data was 

to identify the unit of data to be coded. Although the basic unit of data being discussed 

in this research is the post, coding each of these units with a single code did not meet 

Bales’ requirements for a coding unit. “The unit to be scored is the smallest 

discriminable segment of…behavior to which the observer, using the present set of 
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categories after appropriate training, can assign a classification under conditions of 

continuous serial scoring. This unit may be called an act, or more properly, a single 

interaction” (Bales, 1951, p. 37)  In my research a turn is defined as a single post and 

is considered to be the same as Bales’ utterance which involves the time from which a 

single group member starts to speak until his or her utterance is completed. Although 

the technical nature of Facebook posts allows more than one person to be posting or 

commenting at the same time, Facebook makes a determination of which items are 

submitted first and thus performs the task of separating them into turns and posting 

them in order using this determination. The act is a sub-segment of the turn that is a 

complete, meaningful thought that can stand on its own, and it is the act that is coded 

in this research.  

For example, in the P11 conversation, Isaac started a controversial topic by 

introducing the idea that sometimes women deserve to be belted. In an attempt to 

clarify his perspective he said: 

I just felt like kiling her but I controlled myself ,anyweiz we dont live 2geda 

anymo so it is ok now ,she only calls me once in a whil bcoz she has a 

beautiful dota from me! [I just felt like killing her but I controlled myself. 

Anyway, we don’t live together any more so it’s okay now. She only calls me 

once in a while because she has a beautiful daughter from me]. (Isaac, P11) 

In this turn there are three identified sentence segments, or acts, to be coded. 

The acts to be coded have been identified here: 

I just felt like kiling her but I controlled myself (P11.13.1) 

anyweiz we dont live 2geda anymo so its ok now (P11.13.2) 

she only calls me once in a while bcoz she has a beautiful dota from me! 

(P11.13.3) 

The numbering formats shown above take the form of [thread].[turn].[act]. 

P11, for example, is one of the codes given to the top 16 most commented-on 

conversations, identified as P01 through P16. The additional .13 designation simply 

means it was the 13th comment to the status update. The final designations of .1, .2, 
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and .3 identify these statements, or segments, as the three coded acts that made up the 

13th comment of thread P11. 

Participants 

In spite of the analyses of posts at the level of the individual poster, the focus 

of this study is not on the individuals but rather on the group itself. However, in order 

to fully understand the contexts of the discussions, the environments within which 

those discussions take place, and the entities that engage in the group discourse, a brief 

look at the individuals participating in the interactions is called for. 

During the six months of postings on the PNGADV Facebook group, a total of 

846 authors contributed to the discussions. In order to gain some insight into the 

makeup of this population I looked at each author’s page and tried to determine a few 

characteristics about each including gender, nationality, province (if Papua New 

Guinean), and home town. Because these are characterizations, or data fields, that are 

only optional fields and not required by Facebook, and given the fact that users can 

actually fill out these fields with inaccurate, misleading, or erroneous data, my goal 

here was not to determine the users’ “real” identities and characteristics, but rather to 

examine the characteristics they chose to take on, the entities that they chose to 

portray. It is at this point that I will have to step into my ethnographer role and discuss 

a few personal observations about these characteristics, especially as they pertain to 

PNG nationals, before presenting further data. 

Facebook Name 

I would not characterize myself as an avid Facebook user, but I am a regular 

visitor and have a wide variety of “friends” from a number of locations around the 

globe. I know, of course, a number of these friends personally and am usually able to 

recognize them easily because their Facebook name contains their first and last name. 

In PNG, among the community of Facebook users, this is also often the case. But a 

large number of individuals who post do so under a pseudonym of some kind, one that 

describes membership in some kind of local group, one that expresses a theme or 

passion, or, in most cases, a name that reflects some tribal, familial, or cultural 



Texas Tech University, Belinda Amaya, December 2015 

70 

 

meaning for them. This was a very disconcerting trait for me at first and it took some 

getting used to, but I soon learned how to identify those friends that I know personally 

and how to address them within Facebook interactions by their pseudonyms, rather 

than the names I know them by, in person. 

“Work and Education” 

Another optional field that Facebook encourages users to complete on their 

profiles is that of work and education. Again, PNG nationals have an odd habit of 

putting down workplace locations and job titles that are clearly fictitious. For example, 

in the PNGADV group the following job titles and/or workplaces appear: “Boss 

Mama”, “Worked at United Nations”, “daddy boss at slep all day party all nite”, 

“Fullback at ALL BLACKS” [New Zealand professional rugby team], “Works at 

Never Back Down”, “Super Mum at cOOl mUmmys’ club”, “Simpletots Lecturer at 

Cracksmugglers ltd”, and “Your Girlfriend at In Your Dreams”, just to name a few. 

“Lives in” and “From” 

For users who bother to enter profile information, the “from” field is most 

often completed, and usually accurately. My observation-based assumption here is that 

tribal, clan, and family ties are more strongly tied to place than to family name. 

Understanding where someone is “from” in PNG is information that carries with it a 

lot of inferences and assumptions even for knowledgeable outsiders, or those with 

limited experience, like me. It also bears mentioning here, for comparative purposes, 

that if someone were to ask me where I am “from,” I would go through a process of 

trying to understand what information they were actually seeking before answering. I 

might answer that I am from Danbury, Texas as this is what I consider my hometown 

to be—it is where my family was living when I was born and is where we returned to 

later and where I attended high school. I might answer that I am from Pasadena, 

Texas, the town where I spent most of my growing up years, including my time in 

elementary and junior high school. I might answer that I am from Port Lavaca, Texas, 

which is the town where my primary residence has been for the past twenty years, 

although I’ve actually had another residence somewhere most of that time. And when 
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I am out of the country I often report that I am from Houston, Texas as many people 

have actually heard of that city so it makes it an easy place for people to relate to. It 

really depends on my interpretation of the question as to how I will answer it. In PNG, 

however, asking where someone is “from” elicits a single, unchanging response every 

time. A person is “from” the place that they recognize as having the strongest familial 

ties—their tribal or clan home—and this is true even for those who have actually spent 

little, or no, time living in that place. In this study I used this “hometown,” “lives in,” 

or “from” information as an indication of the person’s clan connections and location of 

their home province. 

Participant Statistics 

Out of the 846 people who posted and/or commented on status updates during 

the six-month period of the study, 129 (15.2%) interacted in at least one of the top 16 

conversations. These PNGADV Facebook group participants were from fourteen 

different nations: 138 (16.3%) unidentified, 652 (77.1%) from Papua New Guinea, 31 

(3.7%) from Australia, 5 (0.6%) from the United States, 3 (0.4%) each from the 

Solomon Islands, Vanauatu, and Great Britain, 2 (0.2%) each from Fiji, Indonesia, and 

India, and 1 (0.1%) each from Jamaica, Malaysia, Japan, Hungary, and Scotland. For 

the 158 posters in the top 16 interactions these numbers are 18 (14.0%) unidentified, 

92 (71.3%) Papua New Guinea, 13 (10.1%) Australia, 2 (1.6%) Vanauatu, and 1 each 

(0.8%) from Great Britain, Indonesia, USA, and Malaysia. 

The 92 of the 138 posters from the top 16 (66.7%) interactions who were PNG 

nationals hailed from the following provinces: 38 (41.3%) unidentified, 15 (16.3%) 

National Capital District, 6 (6.5%) Morobe, 5 (5.4%) East New Britain, 4 each (4.3%) 

East Sepik and Milne Bay, 3 each (3.3%) Bougainville, New Ireland, West New 

Britain, and Madang, 2 each (2.2%) Central and Oro, 1 each (1.1%) Eastern 

Highlands, Western Highlands, Manus, and Simbu. The provinces not represented in 

these numbers are Enga, Gulf, Sandaun, and Western.  

The gender identifications for the entire population of 846 were 31 (3.7%) 

unidentified, 490 (57.9%) female, and 325 (38.4%) male. The gender identifications 
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for the 129 top 16 posters were 2 (1.6%) unidentified, 75 (58.1%) female, and 52 

(40.3%) male. 

Content Analysis Coding 

The coding scheme I began with, and spent a great deal of time testing 

initially, resulted in development of a slightly modified version of a content analysis 

coding proposed by Pena-Shaff and Nicholls (2004) in a category system they based 

on previous research (Garrison, 1992; Henri, 1992; Newman, Webb, & Cochrane, 

1995). As the category system proposed by them was originally applied to an online 

learning environment, I thought it would more closely meet my needs than the face-to-

face methods of Bales or Crowell and Scheidel. I started with the Pena-Shaff and 

Nicholls coding scheme and made two modifications in order to fit it to my 

community’s interactions. These adjustments were the addition of a category I call 

“Origination” as it is useful in identifying the first post (status update), the one 

responsible for initiating the responses in each thread, and the removal of a category 

they called “Reflection” which is a reflection or acknowledgement of some new 

learning, a category particularly suited for online assigned student groups but not 

applicable to my study group. There were also a number of smaller adjustments to the 

scheme, again, based largely on the differences between assigned group interactions 

and those interactions motivated by interest in the topic being discussed. 

With my modifications in place, the simplified coding scheme ended up with 

the following main categories: origination, question, direct response, clarification, 

interpretation, conflict, assertion, consensus building, judgment, support, and other. 

After making a number of trial runs using these codes I finally got to the point where I 

understood the categorization process and was coding consistently, but when it came 

time to train a second coder to examine the data, I began to have second thoughts. In 

the first place, establishing rules that placed an item in one category or another often 

felt a bit contrived on my part and the rules began to become more and more complex. 

In the second place, and in my opinion the more important factor, the more I read 

through my coded items, the less I felt like I was getting to the core of my research 
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questions. The focus of this coding seemed to be so much on the content of each 

individual utterance that I felt I was missing something of the identity building 

interactions. After exploring a few other strategies, a revisiting of Bales’ IPA process 

proved that it can be, and has been, in a number of other research projects (Chou, 

2002; Fahy, 2006; Finegold & Cooke, 2006; Hiltz, Johnson, & Agle, 1978; Nam, 

Lyons, Hwang, & Kim, 2009), applied to online interactions. After a number of trial 

runs using this coding scheme, I began to see information emerge from the data that 

provided the insight I was seeking. 

Bales’ Interaction Process Analysis 

Robert Bales’ IPA was designed as a method to be used in order to classify 

direct face-to-face interaction while it was occurring, one act at a time, providing a 

way to summarize and analyze the resulting data to provide information useful to the 

study of small groups (Bales, 1951). In an introduction to Communication and Group 

Decision Making, Lawrence Frey explained the impact of Bales’ work in this way: 

“Interaction theory truly had a profound effect on the study of group behavior. Most 

important, it shifted researchers’ attention from external constraints imposed on 

groups to the internal processes that characterize group discussion and decision 

making” (1996, p. 26).  

Bales’ methodology involves the use of 12 codes designed to classify the 

function, not the content, of a communication act. The captured conversations in this 

research involves Facebook status updates and their replies, or comments, as the basic 

data for analysis. Each of these posts can be considered a turn, the equivalent of an 

utterance in Bales’ face-to-face interactions. A communication act is a sub-segment of 

a turn and can be defined as a complete thought that can stand by itself, most often the 

equivalent of a single simple sentence. Therefore, a turn can consist of a single act or 

of many acts.  

The 12 coding functions (see Figure 4.1) can be arranged into two groups, 

functions of maintenance and functions of tasks. The first three and the last three 

functions relate directly to one other and all have to do with group maintenance. The 
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first three, 1, 2, and 3, are “positive functions,” elements which Bales believed were 

necessary for a group to maintain cohesiveness. The last three, 10, 11, and 12, are their 

direct opposites, “negative functions,” those that endanger group cohesiveness. For 

example, function 1 is shows solidarity, a positive reaction, while function 12 is shows 

antagonism, a direct correlation to the first, but a distinctly negative reaction (Pavitt & 

Curtis, 1994). Bales identified the first set of categories as “Social-Emotional Area: 

Positive” and the last set as “Social-Emotional Area: Negative.”16 

 

Figure 4.1  Bales’ original (1950) coding categories 

                                                 
16 While other researchers, Fahy, for example, refer to these as “socio-emotional” areas, Bales’ original 

terminology was “social-emotional,” a designation that I’ve used throughout this work. 
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According to Bales’ scheme, the second and third (middle) sets of functions 

have to do with the group completing its tasks. They also mirror each other but do not 

contain positive or negative elements. Instead, the second group of functions (4, 5, and 

6) have to do with attempting to provide answers to questions while the third set of 

functions (7, 8, and 9) are those questions. For example, function 7 is asks for 

information while function 6 is gives information.  

 Bales’ model emphasizes a type of balancing act that is required with the 

group placing alternating emphasis on the two types of problems—maintenance and 

tasks. “When attention is given to the task,” he explains, “strains are created in the 

social and emotional relations of the members of the group and attention then turns to 

the solution of these problems. So long as the group devotes is activity simply to 

social-emotional activity, however, the task is not getting done, and attention would be 

expected to turn again to the task area” (1951, p. 8). He goes on to explain that 

thinking through the problem-solving process according to this model leads to the 

assumption that a “general tendency toward equilibrium” (p. 11) should be seen, a 

regular switching between problem types. 

Data Collection  

Data Mining 

In preparing for the data analysis for this study a number of data mining 

techniques were explored (Jiyang et al., 2010; Jiyang, Zaïane, & Goebel, 2009; 

Rabbany, Takaffoli, & Zaïane, 2011a, 2011b) for their potential to assist in social 

network characterizations. Social network datasets can be described in the form of 

graphs with nodes in the graph representing individuals and edges indicating 

relationships (Jiyang et al., 2009). The problem in applying such mathematical based 

analytical tools on my dataset, however, comes from the fact that they depend on 

explicitly identified connections in order for the edges to be digitally identifiable. 

Some of the connections in my dataset are clear to a human observer but not 

necessarily to a machine algorithm. 
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For example, the following exchange includes excerpts from a conversation 

[not one of the top 16] started by an Australian expat, Michael, living in New South 

Wales, Australia but often working in PNG in a role that relates to activities of the 

Australian non-profit group “Rugby League Against Violence”. Michael started the 

conversation by asking for help with a translation17: 

Can someone please translate into pidgin for me 'I say no to violence against 

women'. (Michael, 2012, June 21) 

Noken paitim meri. (K.K.) 

Go Michael! (Tena) 

Mi tok ‘NOGAT!’ - no ken paitim meri. (Tanya) 

I'm a little confused. Is the difference - 'No to violence against women' and, 'I 

say no to violence against women'? (Michael) 

NOKEN PAITIM MERI. (Emma) 

Yes: no ken paitim meri means don't hit women; what I wrote means ‘I say NO 

to hitting women’. (Tanya) 

Tanya’s version is the correct and closet translation to ‘I say no to violence 

against women’. (Joe) 

Nice job guys! What about: 'Don't be silent, speak out against domestic 

violence'. (Michael) 

'Noken pasim maus, tokaut lon doestic violence' (N.D.). 

And please, I would really like to hear peoples ideas for short slogans for 

rugby league against violence. We value the opinions of this fantastic group. 

(Michael) 

                                                 
17 This is the beginning of the conversation; there are ten additional comments posted in this thread 

which have been omitted here. 
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Or you could say 'Mi ba no inap passim maus, tokaut lon domestic violence'. 

(D.P.) 

That's - 'i won't keep silent, speak out about domestic violence'. (D.P.) 

Mi tok nogat long pasin bilong paitim meri. (H.N.Q.) 

Thanks H.N.Q. Could I ask that everyone give me the english translation to 

their slogan. I'm just starting to learn pidgin. (Michael) 

I can only imagine how the mathematical algorithms would stumble through 

trying to identify the information in this passage. By reading through the passage 

myself, however, I can identify more accurately (infer) both the information being 

exchanged and the target poster, largely Michael in this passage, for each of the 

comments even though this information is not expressly stated in each comment. 

Other problems with computer-based algorithms include the language 

switching, and mixing (Heredia & Altarriba, 2001), that occurs in parts of the 

PNGADV dataset. Common examinations of references to group identity call on 

personal pronoun use as a signifier of community (Cassell & Tversky, 2005) and look 

for particular words—“we”, “let’s”, “our”, “ours”, “ourselves”, etc. But in order to 

implement this strategy, the PNGADV dataset would have to be translated, a task that 

would also include everything from spelling corrections, to language translations, to 

the translations of PNG versions of social media slang. Most Papua New Guineans are 

bilingual or trilingual and some even speak a number of additional languages and 

dialects to varying degrees, although the discussion is primarily in English and Tok 

Pisin, the lingua franca of PNG. Examples of these kinds of translation difficulties can 

be seen in the brief comment below. 

Eric bata, that’s what is so sad about the whole thing—don’t they care about 

this poor human being who happen to be a female.God plis halivim mipla in 

our humanness and greed for ‘myself’ and bugger the vcdtim.I cry for that 

poor female-she is my sister and I feel for her. (Michelle) 
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In this passage Michelle, a Papua New Guinean female living in Australia, was 

responding to Eric’s original post about comforting a 16-year-old “pack raped18 

victim”, sympathizing with her, and sending her to the hospital for a medical check-up. 

Michelle called Eric “brother” (brata, misspelled here as bata), a term commonly used 

in PNG to indicate a feeling of closeness even when a temporary, distant, or no actual 

relationship exists. “God please help us,” (God plis halivim mipla) she said in pidgin, 

and “bugger the vcdtim” in Australian English slang with a typographical error. 

“Bugger” is a term used throughout PNG and Australia to express annoyance or anger 

and “vcdtim” is a misspelling of the word “victim”. Michelle went on to make a 

reference to “that poor female” calling her “sister” and expressing concern for her, 

again, indicators of support for, and an emotional connection to, this girl that she has 

never met. Finally, from personal experience I know that some algorithms used for 

text analysis struggle with such typographical situations as when a space does not 

occur after the period at the end of the sentence, something that occurs twice even in 

this very short message, or when other punctuation is missing (see the post in pidgin 

with no final punctuation in the previous passages), misused, or out of place.  

These are the kinds of data analysis challenges that had me utilizing electronic 

tools whenever possible but also performing large amounts of manual manipulation in 

order to “help” the tools correctly identify the important elements in the texts. Because 

of these, and a few other conditions, automated data mining techniques were kept to a 

minimum. The strategy used instead involved multiple reviews of the communication 

exchanges with a particular focus on categorization (coding), flow (comment 

directions), and strength (count of directed exchanges). 

In this dissertation I included some graphing techniques similar to those used 

in data mining, although the data collection, selection, and assignments were a mixture 

of manual rather than automated processes. The tools I used most often for collection, 

                                                 
18 In the U.S. we would use the term “gang raped.” 
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coding, and analyzing of data—largely due to the fact that I consider myself an 

advanced user of them—were Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Access.  

Manual Data Collection 

To begin my data collection efforts I conducted a "trial run" by collecting one 

month's worth of data in an attempt to identify the most important aspects of group 

communications to capture, to develop a strategy for capturing the data, and to 

develop a database for storing, querying, and reporting on the data. Although I am a 

big fan of using software for data collection and analysis assistance, the way Facebook 

groups are organized with streams of data that are possible, albeit problematic, to 

access, made this entire task difficult. The group is an “open” group, making it visible 

and accessible in its entirety to the public. However, I am not one of the group’s 

administrators and therefore not able to access the rich streams of data easily. My 

method for data collection was a time-consuming process that involved manually 

moving back through the history of the discussion and forcing hundreds of pages to 

load in the browser window. That was accomplished by moving to the bottom of the 

page—using the “Pg Dn” [page down] key on the keyboard—hundreds of times. I also 

made a special effort to identify posts with parts that were hidden because of their 

length and clicking the “More” indicator to expand them. Occasionally, for a very long 

post this would actually move the browser to an entirely different page allowing me to 

capture the complete data but forcing me to start the loading of older pages process all 

over again. Once the posts were visible on the page I was able to download them by 

first copying and pasting them into document groups, then later loading the individual 

units of measure of the data—the individual status updates and comments—into my 

database. Once I felt I had a good grasp of the content and where the analysis was 

headed, I expanded the window of time to include the posts occurring over a six-

month period, beginning in May and ending in October of 2012. 

The data I collected and placed in my database included the post author, date 

of posting, content of the post, any links or images, the number of “likes” for each 

post, and whether or not there were indications of the post being from a mobile device 
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(see Figure 4.2). The “mobile” indicator was quite useful to me in the beginning as it 

sometimes explained the brevity of a message, the breaking up of a longer message 

into multiple parts, or an increase in typographical errors, just to list a few examples. 

However, sometime in late 2013 or early 2014 Facebook changed something in its 

system that removed this indicator. Because I had to access some posts during this 

period that were missed during the original data collection, i.e. correct some mistakes 

from the initial data collection process, I was forced to abandon the use of this 

valuable piece of data. 

In addition to the original status update data for the six-month window of time, 

the same data was collected for each available response to a post—called “comments” 

in Facebook—as well. I use the term “available” here to allow for some anomalies that 

resulted in missing data.  
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Figure 4.2  Post details database example 

The first anomaly I discovered involved two large groups of responses to items 

in the status updates I identified as the 16 most frequently addressed status updates. 

One of these involved more than 50 missing items that, once I realized were missing, I 

was able to go back and retrieve. The second was a similar situation but involved an 

original post that took place prior to my data collection window and was picked up on 

again—by posters adding comments to that original thread—some months later, 

generating an additional large group of comments. Because my analysis involved the 
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relationships between a single response and the entire group of responses, or thread, I 

opted to remove this item, which only partially fell inside my data collection window 

of time, from my dataset completely.  

The other anomalies were relatively minor, but items that I did have to find a 

way to address. It was not during the downloading and documenting process that I 

discovered data was missing but much later when examining the context of 

surrounding messages. The omission was most often discovered when I noted that a 

specific post, or poster, was directly addressed in a comment but I could not find the 

item or person being referred to in the conversation. For example, in conversation P16, 

messages P16.18, P16.22, and P16.28 all were addressed to, or made reference to, 

Stephanie. Stephanie was a Papua New Guinean woman who had been a member of 

PNGADV from very early in its development, and many of her posts were located 

elsewhere in my dataset. However, for reasons that I could not discover, none of her 

posts showed up in the downloaded version of this specific (P16) conversation thread. 

For the purposes of this research I ignored the impact of these few missing messages 

and made the assumption that their value, or the negative effect caused by their 

absence from the dataset, was minimal to the research.  

There is one additional data subset that is missing from this research, but it is a 

set that was purposefully removed from the corpus. One of the most prolific posters, 

Jennifer, engaged in a well-meaning but annoying [at least to me] campaign of thread 

hijacking during the six-month period of my data collection efforts. Thread hijacking 

is when someone goes off-topic in the middle of a thread in an attempt to create a 

separate conversation or route posters to another group, thread, or website. Jennifer 

became a strong advocate of an effort to encourage people to “WEAR PINK” on 

Monday, October 28, 2012, to bring attention to the brutal rape of a mother at 

Gordon’s Market in Port Moresby on September 29. The topic was important and the 

effort was a well-intentioned one, but Jennifer’s posting of the same message in 

response to all discussions in progress, no matter what the thread topic, was a clear 

case of thread hijacking. She posted a total of 68 “WEAR PINK” messages on 
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October 6, 2012 alone, none of which related to the thread in which she posted the 

messages. For the purpose of this analysis, all of these messages have been removed, 

including the one shaded in yellow in the example below (Figure 4.3), from the text 

being analyzed and from the accompanying statistics. 

 

Figure 4.3  Thread hijacking example 

After all of the individual post data were collected I went back and attempted 

to access information about each of the post authors including the registered name, a 

link to their Facebook profile (in order to revisit the data at a later time), their 

identified country, province (if PNG), and gender. Again, this was a very manual 

process that involved some added complexity such as googling place names unfamiliar 

to me in order to determine country and/or province of origin. I added an additional 

field in the database to provide a personal identifier, in the form of a generic but 

unique “name”—a pseudonym—in order to anonymize and protect the privacy of each 

author. The generic and anonymous names are ones that I use throughout this work 

and were randomly created by me and labeled as “Avatars” in my database. I did not 

want to assign names that were easily identifiable because of their uniqueness nor did 

I want to choose names that would not be representative of the actual population, those 

that would not typically be found in PNG. So I visited a number of other PNG based 
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groups and in an iterative process, worked my way through the alphabet assigning 

names found in other PNG groups to the names found in my dataset.  

This entire data collection process took me approximately 200 hours to 

complete with the number of posts recorded in my database totaling 7,495 and the 

number of authors investigated totaling 846. The anonymizing identifiers were 

provided only for the individuals who were a part of the top 16 subset. For others only 

mentioned a few times in the data and those that were not actual posters—people who 

were referred to but never actually posted in this time-frame—a system of identifying 

abbreviations, modified from the original names, was used. For example, in the P14 

thread several references were made to a politician elected to the position of Member 

of Parliament (MP) while in prison after being convicted of the crime of rape. In the 

transcript this politician was referred to as “K.Z.” which were not his actual initials, 

but are merely coded assignments. 

Once the data was entered into my database I was able to begin reviewing 

author statistics as well as exploring strategies for selecting data from which to focus a 

more in-depth analysis. Because the dataset of my entire collection is relatively 

large—1,314 status updates with 6,181 comments—I needed to determine a sampling 

method that was most likely to help me achieve my research goals. As my purpose for 

this study focuses on group interactions within this single group, I developed a 

Microsoft Access query to identify the original status updates with the most responses 

in an attempt to apply proper purposeful sampling (Koerber & McMichael, 2008) 

techniques. I then examined the report to see if I could find a reasonable and 

convenient break point for my dataset, resulting in my selection of the top 16 posts, all 

of which had comment counts of 45 comments or greater (see Table 4.1).  
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Table 4.1 Overview of threads 

Status Updates Comments Acts Posters First Post Last Post Range 

P01 (#98) 110 259 21 5/01 5/05 5 days 

P02 (#1212) 88 301 15 5/18 5/22 5 days 

P03 (#5659) 80 280 17 8/31 9/04 5 days 

P04 (#3993) 79 461 21 7/18 7/26 9 days 

P05 (#2151) 68 277 11 6/05 6/11 7 days 

P06 (#2603) 68 260 15 6/04 6/14 11 days 

P07 (#2928) 64 177 12 6/16 6/18 3 days 

P08 (#2096) 54 197 12 6/04 6/07 4 days 

P09 (#5612) 54 203 20 9/04 9/04 1 day 

P10 (#5209) 53 192 30 8/21 9/01 12 days 

P11 (#506) 53 173 11 5/11 5/12 2 days 

P12 (#2511) 53 179 21 6/12 6/13 2 days 

P13 (#5064) 51 222 10 7/21 8/06 17 days 

P14 (#926) 47 187 17 5/15 1/16 2 days 

P15 (#1415) 46 162 14 5/22 5/24 3 days 

P16 (#6783) 45 115 10 10/07 10/10 4 days 

Total/Average 1,013 3,645 16.1   5.8 days 

 

The total number of responses, or comments, to the 16 status updates chosen 

for further examination is 1,013 and, together with the original 16 status updates 

(1,029 total items), represented 13.7% of all posts recorded over the six-month period. 

The single post which generated the most discussion, P01, with 110 comments in 
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addition to the original status update, represented 1.5% of the total posts for the period 

and 11.0% of the top 16. 

For the purpose of this research, I re-numbered the top 16 status update with 

the numbers P01 to P16 (see the first column in Table 4.1) and identified P01 as the 

status update with the most comments. I also issued new numbers to the comments 

that reference the original status updates to assist in addressing them individually. For 

example, the responses to P01 were numbered P01.01 through P01.110 while the 

responses to P16 were numbered P16.01 through P16.45. The unit of analysis for my 

study was the status update post, or comment post, so I discussed the 16 status updates 

along with the 1,013 comments as my sub-dataset, and referenced them individually, 

when necessary, using this numbering scheme. Status updates that were addressed 

elsewhere in the research as stand-alone examples, those that were either not a part of 

the top 16 dataset or those that were considered outside of the thread contexts, were 

referred to by their original posting designation. 

Coding Scheme 

According to Pavitt and Curtis (1994), a good categorical coding scheme needs 

to be a simple as possible. When coding for small-group research, an additional two 

requirements are necessary, they point out. First, the categories need to be exhaustive 

in that every behavior noted fits into one category or another. Second, the categories 

must be mutually exclusive requiring each behavior to fit in only one category.  

The Bales’ IPA coding scheme used in this study involves the use of 12 

numbered codes (1-12) that identify the primary function of each coded segment 

according to the coding scheme shown in Figure 4.4 below: 
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Figure 4.4 Coding scheme 

The codes used are the twelve numbers, 1 through 12, found in column two; a 

brief description of each code can be found in column three. Although the two sub-

groups mentioned earlier, maintenance functions and task functions, are not explicitly 

identified in the figure, they can easily be inferred. Maintenance functions are those 

falling toward the outer bounds of the function codes, those between 1 and 3 and 

between 10 and 12. Task functions are those falling near the center of the scheme, 

between 4 and 9. The next set of groupings, indicated in column one, further subdivide 

the maintenance functions and task functions into a total of four function area sub-

groups. Maintenance functions can be expressed as social-emotional positive (1-3) or 

social-emotional negative (10-12) while task functions can be expressed as questions 

(7-9) or expected answers (4-6). On the right side of the chart are brackets that 

indicate which individual functions are closely related to, or mirror images of, each 

other. With twelve total functions, a pairing of these results in six problem type 

groupings. The “task” groupings are orientation (6, 7) involving member information 
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exchange, evaluation (5, 8) involving member opinion exchange, and control (4, 9), 

and the maintenance groupings are decision (3, 10), tension-management (2, 11), and 

integration (1, 12). 

The IPA codings were recorded using a post coding spreadsheet with turns 

identified by the numbers issued previously (e.g., P08.11, P08.12, P08.13) and further 

subdivided into acts (e.g., P08.13.1, P08.13.2, P08.13.3). Each thread was recorded on 

a separate tab in the spreadsheet and each tabbed sheet provided automatically 

calculated statistics to a summary sheet (see Figure 4.5) for the data including the 

count for each code, cumulative counts, and percentage of totals. Further data 

groupings were provided that showed cumulative totals for the four function areas—

social-emotional positive, task attempted answer, task question, and social-emotional 

negative—as well as for the six problem types—orientation, evaluation, control, 

decision, tension-management, and integration. During the coding process, however, 

only the blank documents, with the acts listed, were provided to the coders for manual 

data entry.  
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Figure 4.5 Example coding summary sheet 

Additional Measures 

After generating the IPA coding for all of the top 16 threaded conversations’ 

data in Excel (see Appendix 3) I began to think about the impacts of viewing this data 
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from just that one perspective. I found, for example, that some of the conversations 

that were coded similarly using Bales’ IPA did not always seem to be similar 

interactions in other ways. While seeking a method for looking at the conversations 

differently, I actively pursued a search for a tool that would demonstrate some of the 

conversational flow patterns. I discovered one data visualization tool that intrigued me 

very much but that I at first discounted because of its inapplicability to my field—it 

was a scientific tool used to map genomes. After being drawn back to the tool on 

several occasions I finally explored it enough to examine the data set that was used to 

generate the graphics. It was at that point that I discovered how very much the 

genomic data set looked like my own conversation mapping data. In what was a bit of 

a surprise to me, I realized that, no matter what the intent of the original tool, this was 

exactly the kind of visualization I was looking for; I proceeded to adapt the tool for 

my own use. 

The additional measurement tool is one that was easily adapted for use in 

examining group interactions, ignoring the content of the messages and instead 

focusing on who was addressing whom within the interactions. While on its own this 

kind of information would not be useful to pursuing my research questions, I 

discovered that by combining it with, or overlaying it onto, the Bales’ IPA data, I 

could get that second perspective that I was seeking. The tool I used for this second set 

of measures is called Circos Table Viewer,19 a data visualization tool20created by 

scientists in order to examine compare, and contrast different genomes. The creators 

describe the tool in this way: 

Our tool is effective in displaying variation in genome structure and, generally, 

any other kind of positional relationships between genomic intervals. Such data 

are routinely produced by sequence alignments, hybridization arrays, genome 

mapping, and genotyping studies. Circos uses a circular ideogram layout to 

facilitate the display of relationships between pairs of positions by the use of 

                                                 
19 <http://mkweb.bcgsc.ca/tableviewer/> 
20 The full tool, available for download, is quite complex and provides a number of additional 

capabilities including displaying the data as scatter, line and histogram plots, heat maps, tiles, 

connectors and texts. For the purposes of this paper, the interactive online version of Circos designed to 

visualize tabular data was simple, easily available, and all I needed to produce my Circos diagrams. 
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ribbons, which encode the position, size, and orientation of related genomic 

elements.  (Krzywinski et al., 2009) 

Although my data has nothing at all to do with genomes or chromosomes, I did 

discover the tool to be very effective in creating a conversational data visualization as 

it is a circular ideogram layout that facilitates the display of relationships between 

pairs. In its original iteration, the pairings the tool provided representations of were 

pairs of genomes, of course. But I found I was easily able to adapt the tool for use in 

measuring another relationship pairing—that of the relationship between the person 

speaking, and the person being addressed. In the circular ideogram, these relationships 

are displayed by the use of ribbons (bands of varying width) which encode the size 

(number of status updates and comments) and orientation (showing direction from the 

speaker to the message recipient) of each interaction and are placed together into the 

chord diagram showing all interactions for the entire conversation thread. 

Although it is too early in this dissertation to present data to be analyzed, a 

brief demonstration of the value of the additional perspective can be shown here. My 

example involves two conversations in my dataset that, when mapped out by the 

Bales’ IPA measures, look very much alike (see Figure 4.6) with the highest measures 

in codes 4, 5, and 6, very few items recorded in the 7 and over codings, and a few 

items found in codes 1, 2, and 3.  

 

Figure 4.6 IPA comparison between P08 and P11 

 

A comparison of the two conversation mappings, on the other hand, using the 

circular graph (chord diagram) shows some very different conversational patterns (see 

Figure 4.7) with almost the same number of posters but fewer messages sent to more 
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receivers in one case and more messages sent to fewer receivers in the other. In a very 

different example, discussed further in the next chapter, conversations P10 and P11 

are quite dissimilar in both their IPA measures and their conversation chord diagrams. 

Again, it is too early to discuss the patterns seen here without more details about the 

tools, but a basic introduction into the need for different perspectives was required at 

this point; the meanings of the diagrams, and their implications, will be more fully 

understood when Chapter 5 is explored. 

 

Figure 4.7 Chord diagram comparison between P08 and P11 

 

Preparing the data for entry into the Circos Table Viewer was a relatively 

simple matter since the data was already entered into my coding spreadsheets. I was 

able to use the existing data to create a simple text file for uploading. Each text file 

contained a left column containing the first three characters of each speaker’s name, 

and a top row containing the first three characters of each recipient’s name. The rows 

and columns of numbers were then filled in with the number of directed comments. In 

conversation thread P01 of my dataset, there was one status update and 110 comments 

for a total of 111 interactions. In this conversation, interaction P01.00 is the original 

status update—one message from Nathan to the entire Group. So this relationship 

would appear in the text file as: 
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data GRO 

Nat 1 

The second post is a comment from Lincoln (Lin) to Nathan (Nat), the third is 

from Mel (Mel) to the Group (GRO), and the fourth from Maureen (Mau) to the 

Group (GRO). The text file for these four posts appears in the text file as: 

data GRO Nat 

Nat 1 

Lin  1 

Mel 1 

Mau 1 

If Nathan addressed the Group again (he did this several times later in the 

conversation) the number changed from 1 to 2 rather than adding a new column. Also, 

some posts were directed at two or three individuals, so the total number of directed 

comments in many cases exceeded the total number of original comments. For 

example, in P01.39 Tena addressed Nathan, Ian, and Mark and acknowledged them 

for being caring members of the group. This interaction was entered as Tena to Nathan 

(+1), Tena to Ian (+1), and Tena to Mark (+1) for a total of three directed comments 

although they all occurred in a single comment post. After all posts were entered into 

the text file (Figure 4.8), the final text file appeared this way: 



Texas Tech University, Belinda Amaya, December 2015 

94 

 

 

Figure 4.8 Text file for Circos (P01) 

A simple upload into the online tool and a click of the “Visualize” button and 

the chord diagram (Figure 4.9) was generated. The notations (A, B, C) were added by 

me after downloading the image in order to explain the diagram. 

Diagram key: 

A. The first three letters of the names of all posters and recipients can be 

found in the outside text ring, organized alphabetically counter-clockwise. 

B. The size (thickness) of the ribbon indicates the number of interactions. 

C. The color of the thick outer band (e.g. bright blue for Nathan, red for Tena, 

yellow for Tanya, etc.) indicates the color assigned to the sender. This 

explains the large bright blue band showing messages sent from Nathan 

(Nat) to the Group (GRO) and the medium red showing messages sent 

from Tena (Ten) to Nathan (Nat). 
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D. The color of the thin band just inside the outer band indicates the color of 

the receiver (e.g. the blue arc just inside Tena’s red band indicates the large 

red band stretching across the diagram below are comments that are 

originating from Tena, in red, and directed toward Nathan, in blue).  

 
Figure 4.9 Chord diagram 

The value of this tool will be explored further during a discussion of the 

research findings but basically, it provides an excellent high-level view of the number, 

by individual poster, and directions of interactions that are occurring for each thread. 

Noting which interactions were the most prominent in a conversation without 

A 

B 

C 

D 
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examining the content of those interactions provided a different lens for identifying 

meaningful network connections, roles of individual members, and subgroup 

(threaded) interaction patterns. 

Coding Verification Process  

In the introduction to a work on coding for qualitative studies, Johnny Saldaña 

(2009) provides a few coding examples and writes, “It’s all right if your choices 

differed from mine. Coding is not a precise science; it’s primarily an interpretive act” 

(p. 4). He also makes the point that the process of coding is “only the initial step 

toward an even more rigorous and evocative analysis and interpretation for a report” 

(p. 8). Emboldened by Saldaña’s comments, I started with, and then felt free to 

discard, a number of coding schemes before settling on the Bales’ IPA analysis. While 

the decision to discard was sometimes due to the fact that the scheme was too complex 

for my needs, most of the time it was because the final information I was extracting 

did not seem to work toward answering my research questions. Settling on a coding 

scheme was definitely a major step forward, but it did not mean the end of my trials 

and errors with the coding process. 

The purpose of my coding strategy was to utilize a method that allowed me to 

segregate, group, regroup, and organize my data into categories that share some kind 

of characteristics. Although my code book was already organized and well-

documented, I still had to make some determinations of my own about how to code 

certain aspects. So while Saldaña’s introductory discussion about coding being a 

cyclical act refers mainly to the process of developing a coding scheme, I found that 

several iterations were required for me as well even in my implementation of an 

established scheme. I found I had to rework everything from my division of turns into 

acts, to decisions about how to code specific acts, like “Omg…halleluia !!!!!!!!!!” 

(Mel, P01) and “Terrific” (Luke, P01). 

Once I ran through several iterations of coding, then waited a period of weeks 

before re-coding, verifying my own coding consistency, and ensuring the entire corpus 

of top 16 conversation threads were completely coded, I was finally ready to verify my 
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coding using outside sources. I completed the coding of the 1,029 interactions, then 

turned to MacNealy (1999) to ensure my coding verification technique was valid. 

MacNealy suggests that it is better to have at least two people conduct the coding of 

the data but allows that it is not always possible. With the large number of posts in my 

sub-dataset, I followed her suggestion and asked “a colleague to sort at least 10% of 

the data selected at random” (p. 134) then compared the data sortings using statistical 

methods to determine the significance of difference between the two groups. Because 

my research data is grouped into 16 interactive threads of communication that 

provided the much needed context for the comments, the random data was selected at 

the thread level—two threads required to obtain ≥ 10%—rather than at the individual 

post level. 

Before beginning the coding instruction, I used the Excel formula to randomly 

select two conversations out of 16—RANDBETWEEN (2, 16)—to select the two 

conversations to be coded. The two conversations selected by the formula, run twice, 

were P08 and P12. I provided only a brief introduction to my dissertation topic to my 

first cross-coder before going into a more in-depth discussion of the Bales’ IPA coding 

scheme. After the introduction, we proceeded to code the first conversation, P01, 

together, discussing the conversation, the statement, and the codes. For the cross-

coding exercises, I instructed the cross-coder to read the entire conversation in order to 

get a general idea of the flow and feel of the conversation before beginning the coding 

process. I explained that as each act is coded it may be necessary to re-read the 

surrounding acts as well since the surrounding statements can sometimes provide 

important clues to proper coding. For example, in conversation P14 Brian addressed 

Debra saying “@Debra: Good analysis—.” Without taking context into consideration 

it was difficult to determine whether this should be coded as 1—shows solidarity, 5—

gives opinion (or evaluation), or perhaps 2—shows tension release. As it happens, the 

surrounding context made it clear that Brian was agreeing with Debra’s analysis of 

why a convicted criminal, a rapist, was elected to a seat in parliament while he was 

still in prison. With the contextual information provided this act received a coding of 

3—agrees.  
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The process of working through the example (P01) coding exercise together 

was more complex, more collaborative, more beneficial, and had more impact to the 

larger research project than I would have imagined. One example of how the process 

proceeded involved determining the difference between applying a code of 4—gives 

suggestion and 5—gives opinion to certain statements. While I seemed to have made 

some kind of internal distinction between the two before working with the cross-coder, 

the fact that I was not able to verbalize the distinction well to her was rather telling. 

Working together, however, we developed a method to help in making this 

determination, but more importantly, to help in applying it more consistently. We 

decided that if the act being evaluated could best be rephrased as the poster 

expressing, “I believe you should…” then the best coding to apply to the act would be 

4—gives suggestion. If, however, the act appeared to be more a statement of, “You 

should…” then the best coding application would be 5—gives opinion.   

Once we had worked through the P01 conversation together I provided a seat 

in front of my computer with a display of the coding scheme (refer to Figure 4.3) for 

her to reference on one screen, and a spreadsheet with the acts from the two 

conversations selected, each act listed on a separate row, on the other. The coder was 

instructed to place a code (1-12) in the proper column for each act in the conversation. 

This process took about 1.5 hours and during this time I also re-coded the two 

conversations, from scratch, utilizing the strategies and definitions we had developed 

together. Sometime toward the end of the period, the second cross-coder arrived and I 

walked her through the same process using the example conversation P01, a process 

which went much more quickly and smoothly this time since the process, and the 

definitions, were more firmly established. Once our instructional review was 

complete, the second coder took her place in front of the computer and proceeded to 

apply her codes, on a separate spreadsheet tab, to the two selected conversation 

threads. 

When the cross-coding process was completed, I compared both of the cross-

coded threads to my own. By rating each cross-coded item as either 0.0 (no 
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agreement) or 1.0 (perfect agreement) I was able to come up with a percent agreement 

value (Lombard, Lombard, Snyder Duch, & Bracken, 2002) for cross-coder one of 

96.0% and a value of 93.1% for cross-coder two. As a percent agreement value of 

greater than 90.0% is generally regarded as acceptable, the cross-coding verification 

established some level of coding reliability for this research. 

It should be noted here that after the comparison codings of conversation 

threads P08 and P12 were completed, and the differences examined and discussed, I 

went back to the other 14 threads and made one more coding pass, verifying the 

consistency of my own coding strategies in most cases and adjusting, in several 

instances, for the more deeply understood coding practices that resulted from this 

verification process. And although this more collaborative coding development 

process was not a part of my original research design, utilizing an outside coder in this 

role of assisting in developing and fine-tuning the coding process itself seemed to have 

such a positive impact on the study I expect to design it into any future processes that 

might benefit from such a strategy. 

Research Question Applicability 

The research questions I am examining in this work consider the “how” of 

group identity creation and maintenance. The three parts of this consideration examine 

how this group’s communication is a path to common identity (RQ1), how the 

interactions contribute to meaning making and the process of becoming (RQ2), and 

how cultural elements impact these processes (RQ3). Even the act of collecting and 

collating the interactions, simply organizing them and placing them into the database 

and spreadsheets, contributed to my learning. As Saldaña points out in his work, “If 

we’re carefully reading and reviewing the data before and as we’re formally coding 

them, we can’t help but notice a theme or two (or a pattern, trend, or concept) here and 

there” (2009, p. 13).  

But collecting and organizing the data only took me so far. To get at the heart 

of my research questions I simply had to dig deeper. 
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 Using an Access database to determine which conversation threads were the 

most interactive allowed me to reduce a large amount of text to a more manageable 

amount of data with a purposeful rather than random strategy. Using Bales’ IPA 

coding scheme to further analyze the top 16 interactions provided a way for me to 

examine the data subset using both macro methods—examining the four function 

areas of social-emotional positive, task attempted answer, task question, and social-

emotional negative, as well as examining the six problem types of orientation, 

evaluation, control, decision, tension-management, and integration (Figure 4.10)—

and micro methods—applying the 12 codes to each act in each conversation thread 

(Figure 4.11). And finally, using the information generated in the Circos chord 

diagram allowed me to view the interactions without considering what was being said 

in them, a way of examining context without content, to provide additional, yet 

different, group interaction information (Figure 4.12). 

 

 

Figure 4.10 Macro methods of analysis 
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Figure 4.11 P01 Micro method of analysis 

 

 
Figure 4.12 P01 Circos chord diagram 
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Bias and Validity Issues 

According to Morse et al., “Without rigor, research is worthless, becomes 

fiction, and loses its utility. Hence, a great deal of attention is applied to reliability and 

validity in all research methods” (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002, p. 

14). These researchers point out that it is the process of verification, of constantly 

checking and confirming the fit of the data collected to the process of analysis that is 

key to ensuring academic rigor. They also describe the importance of “identifying and 

correcting and correcting errors before they are built in to the developing model and 

before they subvert the analysis” (p. 17). Before moving into discussions of validity 

and reliability, then, I will first address issues of researcher bias. 

Researcher Bias 

“Purposeful sampling,” according to Koerber and McMichael (2008), “means 

that the researcher is looking for participants who possess certain traits or qualities” 

(p. 464). The traits I was seeking to identify were not about the message posters so 

much as they were about the group identity. My method of selecting the top 16 most 

discussed status updates was a way to focus on the topics that appeared to be most 

important, or at least those that generated the most discussion, to the group. There are 

drawbacks, or pitfalls to this technique, however, that must be considered. The first 

listed by Keorber and McMichael is the drawback of selecting a sample that is not 

representative of the entire population. I made every effort to check the membership of 

the sample group against the membership of the text corpus group to ensure that no 

outstanding red flags gave me pause. My data showed that the sample group was fairly 

representative of the entire group of posters and the PNGADV group as a whole. The 

second pitfall they outline involves intentionally crafting a sample to support a 

hypothesis or to work toward the results the researcher is hoping for. Because my 

research examined how group identity construction was occurring, I had no hypothesis 

to prove and no specific results to pursue. Therefore, I feel this concern is not 

applicable to my data. Finally, they point to a third pitfall that occurs when researchers 

do not adequately describe the sampling method so the purpose is clear to the readers. 
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To avoid this drawback I made every attempt to describe my methods thoroughly and 

ensure my sampling method made sense for the purposes of this work.  

In Cardon’s critique of Hall’s context model (2008) he mentions several 

examples of what could be construed as researcher bias on the part of Hall. Cardon 

points out that in qualitative research it is particularly important that a description of 

motivations and biases are included. I believe I have covered the topic of motivations 

adequately so far in this work but need to complete this requirement by discussing my 

own actual and/or potential biases. One of the biases I had to deal with involves my 

love for the people of PNG and my tendency to want to protect them from outside 

negative scrutiny. One strategy I employed, as suggested by Charney (1996), was to 

use a large number of participants in a way that respects individual differences. I also 

took great pains to protect the identity of the individuals being studied, even though 

the data itself is publicly available to anyone with access to a computer. This desire to 

protect also drove me, in part, to include considerations of the impacts of culture on 

the processes being studied to the point of ensuring it was the topic of one of my three 

primary research questions.  

Validity 

Researchers LeCompte and Goetz state that “The value of scientific research is 

partially dependent on the ability of the individual researchers to demonstrate the 

credibility of their findings” (1982, p. 31). They go on to mention several other 

researchers when describing a criticism that is commonly directed at qualitative 

research—that it fails to adhere to “canons of reliability and validity.” Their article is 

specifically aimed at research that is ethnographic in nature, but it seems to apply in 

my case as well. External reliability is an issue of whether or not other researchers 

would make the same application of the data in other research with the same or a 

similar setting. Internal reliability is an issue of whether other researchers, if given this 

data set, would design, or be able to design, a similar study. Together, internal and 

external reliability are concerned with the “replicability of scientific findings.” 
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Validity, on the other hand, is concerned with the accuracy of those findings. 

Internal validity involves the question of whether the researchers “actually observe or 

measure what they think they are observing or measuring” while external validity 

questions the applicability of findings across groups (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 

43). These researchers warn that ethnographers may “resist formulation of the 

constructs and postulates applicable to other groups that are prerequisite for 

establishing external validity and external reliability” (p. 54). In my case, I attempted 

to handle the dilemma of exploring the interactions of what I consider to be a highly 

culture-sensitive group by explaining those cultural impacts throughout this work. I 

believe this strategy, as opposed to resisting wider applicability, actually allowed for 

such wider applications to be pursued. 

Research validity is also addressed by Robert Yin (2009) as he discusses the 

research design of a case study and the “four critical conditions” that address both 

validity and reliability concerns: construct validity, internal validity, external validity, 

and reliability. The first of these, construct validity, involves the establishment of 

operational measures that are correct for the case. The review of a captured set of data 

over a specific period of time in this dissertation was a starting point for this 

requirement. The method of selecting those items to be observed more closely by 

exploring the most commented-on status updates also contributed to the construct 

validity. Finally, using a well-established coding process that defines the coding 

characteristics well also served as a tactic for ensuring the construct validity of the 

research design. 

The second validity issue identified by Yin is that of internal validity. Internal 

validity seeks to establish a causal relationship in the study rather than one that is 

spurious. However, this issue is typically important in explanatory and causal 

studies—when an investigator is trying to explain how and why one set of events led 

to another and is looking for a causal relationship—rather than descriptive or 

exploratory studies. As this dissertation was largely exploratory in nature, internal 

validity was not a major concern here.  
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External validity involves the definition of the domain to which a study’s 

findings can be generalized. According to Yin, critics of case study design point out 

that single cases offer a poor basis for generalizing. Yin believes the logic behind such 

argument is incorrect in dealing with case studies where the investigator is attempting 

to generalize the results to some broader theory. In the case of this dissertation, that 

broader theory was Bales’ IPA theory and its application to online interactions. 

Although both the theory and the application of it to online groups have been studied 

by others, it is primarily the cultural makeup of the group, and the fact that it is a 

natural group, that make the difference. 

The final concern, reliability, involves the minimizing of errors and biases in a 

study. By using clearly defined operational procedures for accessing, collecting, and 

filtering the dataset in my research, the process of determining the data to be examined 

could easily be replicated for another study.  

Summary 

This chapter discussed the motivations behind situating this as case study 

research, a brief discussion of the methodology, a description of the participants, 

details about the data collection methods, and an overview of the data analysis 

techniques used. The three data analysis “lenses” aimed to contribute to answering the 

research questions by taking three approaches to looking at the data. The first 

approach described was Bales’ IPA and involved the coding of interaction acts using 

one of 12 items provided by Bales’ scheme. The second approach involved examining 

team member interactions within discussions looking in particular at comment size 

(number of interactions) and orientation (direction of comment). The third approach 

required looking at the content of the messages—words, phrases, and implicit and 

explicit meanings within them—in order to support or argue against existing theories. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the findings from the conversation thread analyses for the 

six-month period of May through October 2012. As stated in my introduction to this 

work, I was working under the assumption that the PNGADV group had developed a 

group identity, an assumption which left me free to pursue questions about how the 

group’s communications impact this identity. This chapter presents a brief overview of 

the topics of the top 16 threads and a high level overview of the findings from the 

conversation mapping and the process analysis codings. 

Thread Overviews 

The 16 original status updates that were most commented on were selected for 

coding and in-depth analysis. The top 16 status updates along with the 1,013 

comments to them together accounted for 13.7% (1,029 out of 7,495) of the total posts 

and comments for the entire six-month period. An overview of the topics of each of 

the 16 threads is provided next. 

Thread P01: The Abduction of Anna 

On May 1, 2012 Nathan posted a message marked “URGENT” with details 

that very much resembled a police report. In it he detailed information collected about 

the last time a young woman, Anna Davis, was seen. The responses to the original 

message were immediate and over the next few days a total of 110 comments were 

posted to the original thread. Many of these comments expressed concern and support, 

a number of them offered advice and suggestions, and a few expressed criticism over 

the way the matter was being handled by the authorities. By the end of the 

conversation, however, it seems the group members came to an entirely different 

conclusion about what had really happened to Anna, the conclusion that perhaps she 

went willingly with her “abductor”. 
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Thread P02: Registering the PNGADV Group 

On May 18, 2012, Nancy posted what amounted to a formal group 

announcement that a committee needed to be formed in order to set up and register the 

PNGADV group as a formal entity. The post received 88 comments over the next few 

days as group members debated and discussed the need for a formalized group, 

alignment with existing groups, as well as a number of other topics. One member, 

Angela, posted a series of remarks outlining the contents of a “diploma” program 

provided to Aboriginal peoples in Australia. This outline raised the comment count for 

this thread significantly and was considered to be a potential example of thread 

hijacking. However, even without these comments the post would still have made the 

top 16 cut. On further examination it was observed that the outline was designed to 

contribute to the original status update, not detract from it, so it was coded and 

analyzed here in its entirety. 

Thread P03: Tired of Helping 

On August 30, 2012, Dora reported to the group about a relative of hers who 

continued to go back to an abusive boyfriend. The abuses were relatively serious and 

Dora wanted to help, but she was frustrated by the girl returning to the situation 

repeatedly. “Is there anyone who can explain her behavior to me because i really don’t 

understand it at all? and am i guilty if i don’t do anything to help her the next time she 

calls for help?” In addition to the statements of support and situational analyses she 

received, a number of other personal stories were shared here as well. This post 

received 80 comments from the group. 

Thread P04: Rethinking a Donation 

On July 18, 2012, Tena, an expat and one of the primary group administrators, 

described wanting to make “a HUGE donation to this group” but then admitted to 

rethinking the decision. Her complaint was that there seemed to be too few active 

PNGans in the group and she felt that because of that fact, coupled with the 

“widespread acceptance of violence” in PNG, her donation would just “be wasted”. 

Her post drew 79 comments, and while one poster appeared to question Tena’s actions 



Texas Tech University, Belinda Amaya, December 2015 

108 

 

(“If Australians are not convinced that they should help, then they should all stop 

giving us false hope and cease leading in this group”), her points seemed well 

considered by most group members. A number of associated topics were thoroughly 

discussed by members of the group with those involved in the discussions including 

expats and PNGeans alike. 

Thread P05: No Respect 

On June 5, 2012, Cath, an infrequent poster (16 total posts in six months), 

wrote a very short comment complaining about a lack of respect from her husband that 

ended with the question, “wat m I gonna do????”. While much of the ensuing 

discussion was directed directly at Cath and involved suggestions, evaluations, and 

analyses, there was also some general discussion about relationships and violence in 

the home. The discussion also took a turn toward a religious debate that got slightly 

heated and a little off-track from the main conversation. “If that is your view about 

love and God then why is it that more Christians are going through domestic violence 

and marital problems?” and “I hope you all have a good explanation to justify why 

preasts are molesting boys in the Catholic church” were two examples of these. There 

were 68 responses to Cath’s original post. 

Thread P06: Infidelity and Marriage Costs 

On June 4, 2012, Victor, another infrequent poster (9 total posts in six 

months), described seeing a man get physical with his wife upon discovering her 

infidelity. Victor wondered “why do man need to buy woman” as well as wondering 

about abolishing the practice of bride price in order to “give more freedom to 

woman”. The discussion generated by this post was also expressed in 68 responses 

that covered a wide range of topics including religion, politics, gender inequality, 

bride price, and more. 

Thread P07: “Tena’s Shelter” 

On June 16, 2012, Nancy, one of the group’s primary administrators, posted a 

general group announcement that began with a description of the planned PNGADV 
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Committee Meeting before detailing plans for “a place of safety for children, victims 

of DV, and outcasts” called “Tena’s Shelter,” named for another PNGADV member 

“who has been the inspiration behind this particular project.” This thread was full of 

suggestions, offers for help, and encouragements. The 64 post responses were 

overwhelming expressions of support as well as suggestions for further group 

development strategies. 

Thread P08: Husband Spending Time on Facebook in Secret 

On June 4, 2012, Betty posted a short, two sentence description of her husband 

spending time on Facebook while the rest of the family members are asleep. Again, 

the group provided both support and suggestions and attempted to further analyze the 

problem as more details were provided. Many of those responding took guesses at, or 

made suggestions about, what the husband’s actions might mean. There were also a 

few comments, or revelations, from men who had found themselves in the same 

situation in the past. This post received a total of 54 responses. 

Thread P09: Another Sister Gone 

On September 4, 2012, Nancy began the post with “Oh Dear God; another 

sister gone” and then proceeded to share the newspaper account of a man who 

allegedly stabbed his wife to death. Group members expressed frustration and anger at 

both the situation and the lack of response by the police. The police inaction got a lot 

of discussion as the police in this situation were aware of the violence and the young 

mother was actually killed on her way home from spending the night at the police 

station. When another poster related a story of stopping an act of domestic violence in 

action, the group responded by expressing a sense of pride in his actions. This 

discussion included 54 comments from group members. 

Thread P10: A Former Abuser’s Story 

On August 21, 2012, in a long and detailed post, Ray shared his history as a 

former abuser in an attempt to encourage others. Most of the responses were 

expressions of gratitude and support, and with his permission, one of the group 



Texas Tech University, Belinda Amaya, December 2015 

110 

 

administrators decided to have the story printed and “used as a ‘teaching aid’ during 

workshops and counselling sessions.” Ray’s story also elicited another member’s 

revelation about his own troubles and fears and provided an opportunity for him to 

receive support and encouragement from the group as well. There were 53 responses 

to this original post. 

Thread P11: Why Do Women Cheat? 

On May 11, 2012, this item posted by Isaac was short and to the point—he 

asked why it was that women cheat. The conversation degraded a bit when Isaac 

suggested that this cheating explains the reason for women getting “belted up” and 

expressed his opinion that there are times when men have “the right to belt up their 

wives!” A number of members took exception to his views and voiced their feelings 

here, often addressing Isaac directly. After a good deal of patient but firm “correction” 

by other group members, Isaac changed gears, thanked the group for their input, and 

talked about beginning a “Brand New Life.” There were 53 responses to this post.  

Thread P12: Policeman Brutally Murders his Wife 

On June 12, 2012, Nancy reported “with great sadness and disgust” the murder 

of another PNG woman. The bulk of the original post was the copy of a newspaper 

report. Response to this post was largely anger, frustration, and outrage at the incident. 

The conversation took a different turn when a number of responses in the thread lead 

to a discussion of racism in the U.S. as recent as 1997 and two posters shared the story 

of Morgan Freeman offering to pay for a single prom for both blacks and whites to 

attend, instead of the traditional separate proms, in his hometown in Mississippi. The 

original post was met with 53 responses from the group. 

Thread P13: Pornography is Addictive 

On July 21, 2012, Tom wrote a somewhat lengthy post describing the evils of 

pornography including claims about pornography users, the impact of pornography on 

the family, and included a biblical reference. Post comments included a number of 

personal, observed, and reported stories by others. A bit of an argument ensued 
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between Tom and Lucy when she challenged whether or not the topic was related to 

domestic violence and another poster, Angela, stepped in to mediate the conflict in a 

post that began with her stating, “Ok Enough.” There were 51 responses to the original 

post in this thread. 

Thread P14: Exposing Candidates for Election 

On May 15, 2012, Valerie asked the group if perhaps they should find a way to 

name, or expose, candidates who have committed domestic violence. There was some 

discussion by the group and a few ideas emerged about how best to go about exposing 

them. But there was also a side conversation generated when one of the members 

posted that “it is sometimes wives who are nagging that deserves a belting to be 

disciplined.” After being challenged on this point, the poster responded with “I am not 

saying that gives the men the right to bash women” but then went on with “there are 

some things ladies must not do or do with the presence of their husbands so as not to 

promote or provoke anger.” At this point the conversation seemed to proceed along 

two separate, but intertwined, paths, one examining questions about strategies for 

women to use to avoid abuse and the other discussing the original question of whether 

candidates who were also abusers should be required to admit to DV charges. This 

conversation consisted of the original post and 47 responses. 

Thread P15: Advice for Attending a Legal Hearing 

On May 22, 2012, Toni, an infrequent poster (14 total posts in six months), 

asked the group for advice prior to attending a hearing the next day to ask for financial 

support from the courts. She shared more of the details of her story in later comments 

in response to group member input and querying. This conversation was very 

centralized on Toni as the group shared both advice and expressions of support with 

her directly. The discussion also gave members an opportunity to offer some 

suggestions for utilizing help outside of the online interface. There were 46 responses 

to the original post. 
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Thread P16: Citizens Watch Group 

On October 7, 2012, Jason wrote a post asking for help from members in 

beginning a Citizens Watch group. He had already scheduled a meeting time and place 

and was asking interested citizens to attend and submit advice and ideas. Most of the 

response comments expressed support and a few offered up help and contact 

information for others who might be interested in helping. This was an interesting 

PNGADV interaction as it involved an activity that was largely outside of those 

organized by the group. But once support for the activity began, it seemed to generate 

a lot of momentum and was met with interest and offers of help. The conversation 

consisted of the original post along with 45 comments. 

Interactions 

Before examining the results of applying the coding scheme to the group’s 

Facebook conversations I took a brief look at the interactions themselves, not the 

content of the discourses, but rather the flow (comment directions) and strength (count 

of directed exchanges) of those discussions. To accomplish this, I appropriated a 

research tool from another field, the scientific field of genomics; the tool is called 

Circos and the version I am using here is the simplified online version, Circos Table 

Viewer21. 

While the online version is simplified and does not offer the full complement 

of options for plotting the data in a chord diagram, it does allow for some minor 

customizations. For example, by entering an extra column and row of data, I was able 

to provide for the same color (e.g. red for Tena) to be visually representative of each 

user in all 16 of the diagrams. I was then able to background the visual impact of 

posters who only posted a single directed message by selecting a light gray color for 

those posters’ messages (Figure 5.1).22 

                                                 
21 <http://mkweb.bcgsc.ca/tableviewer/visualize/> 
22 Full size versions of the individual chord diagrams can be found in the appendix. 
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Figure 5.1 Circos chord diagrams of the 16 Facebook conversations 

Examining the conversation flows provided important input as to how the 

group interacted during topic discussions outside of the consideration of the subjects 

of discussion. For example, by taking a close look at topic threads P10 and P11, it is 

obvious that these conversations exhibited very different flow patterns. Once the 

conversation patterns were noted, then comparisons of the contents of the topics under 

discussion were explored in order to further understand the interaction flows as they 

related to topic content. In conversation P10 (Figure 5.2) Ray, a former abuser, shared 

his story with the group. This conversational element is seen as the larger green band 

from Ray’s location on the chart (Ray) to the group’s (GRO) location. A large 

P01 P02 P03 P04 

P05 P06 P07 P08 

P09 P10 P11 P12 

P13 P14 P15 P16 
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proportion of the comments by members of the group were aimed directly at Ray as 

group members engaged in comments that demonstrated both support and gratitude of 

him for sharing his story, a conversational element seen as the smaller bands 

originating at different places in the chart and ending at Ray’s green arc on the circle. 

This conversation also exhibits the largest number of one-time posters in the top 16 

conversations, an observation clearly shown by the number of small width (one 

interaction) gray lines largely directed at Ray. The expressions of support are shown 

on the chart as one-way interactions, those that originate from another user (color) and 

terminate in Ray’s light green band. 
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Figure 5.2 P10 interaction graph 

Conversation P11 (Figure 5.3), on the other hand, involved far fewer posters 

and exhibited more back-and-forth interactions than the previous conversation. This is 

evidenced in the thicker lines and the number of different colored bands terminating in 

the pink section that also have a pink band terminating in those colored sections. In 

this conversation Isaac (Isa), shown in pink, started the topic off by asking why it is 

that women “cheat.” The topics discussed were coded in a way that made the 

conversation similar to others in the amount of interaction dedicated to certain roles 

and functions. However, the Circos interaction mapping shows the conversation is 

very different from the others in the flow and strength of the interactions themselves. 
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This is easily seen by the smaller number of segments (posters) and larger widths 

(number of directed comments) by many of the posters.  

 
Figure 5.3 P11 interaction graph 
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Examining these chord diagrams also provided some information about the 

tendencies of regular posters. For example, Tena’s (Ten) posts are shown in red and 

can be seen on a majority of the interactions. It also appears that she often interacted 

with individual group members in many of the conversations. Using this information 

to look back through the individual conversations for explanations provided a view of 

Tena, one of the group’s administrators, as a person who made an effort to engage 

members in conversation in what appeared to be regular identity-building activities. 

Tena’s interaction tendencies lend weight to one interpretation that she serves in an 

unofficial role of providing member support and engagement. In a second example, 

the fact that the bright pink bands indicating interactions originating with Isaac only 

showed up in conversation P11. These mappings indicate that although Isaac was one 

of the top 10 posters in the top 16 threads, he did not actually play a pivotal role in 

group discussions as his interactions with the group were limited to a single thread. 

IPA Coding  

There are many ways to identify the patterns and anomalies in datasets, but one 

that seems to work best for me is the use of visual cues. In my professional role as a 

Data Systems Designer, I prefer this method when communicating with others not as 

familiar with the data itself and often refer to this method in my own work as 

“storytelling.” Observing the entire dataset as coded using the IPA and viewed all at 

once in a single graphic (Figure 5.4) allowed me to look for the stories that might 

emerge from a macro-level graphical viewing of the data rather than the more typical 

micro-level method of searching through the individual stories to see what data 

emerged.  

Individual IPA Coding Comparisons 

For the first look at coding comparisons I created an image that included all of 

the individual codings plotted on bar graphs, then rearranged them to indicate which 

conversations exhibited similar patterns. My goal here was, again, to look for patterns 

before considering content, in an effort to provide direction when examining content, 
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and to provide support (or identify lack of support) for any findings identified there. 

Four primary patterns emerged in this analysis (Figure 5.4).  

 

Figure 5.4 Conversations plotted by IPA coding, grouped by pattern similarity 

 

The largest pattern group identified involved the similarly coded threads of 

P02, P03, P04, P06, P08, P09, P12, P13, and P14 (backgrounds shaded in blue here). 

The primary pattern in these conversations involved the providing of information; the 

largest number of items were coded as 5—gives opinion, followed by items coded as 

6—gives orientation. Threads P07 and P16 (backgrounds shaded in purple) were 

coded only slightly differently with the values switched with 6—gives orientation 

coded most often followed by 5—gives opinion. P01, P15, and P10 (backgrounds 

shaded in green) all exhibited high numbers of support as compared to the other 

threads. In P01 the highest codings were tied between 1—shows solidarity and 5—

gives opinion. In P15 the largest number of codings were 1—shows solidarity and 4—

gives suggestion. In conversation P10 the largest coding count was 1—shows 

solidarity followed by 2—shows tension release. Conversation P10 was the only 

group of postings that did not include 5—gives opinion as one of its top two codings. 

Conversations P05 and P11 (backgrounds shaded in yellow) were coded similar to 

each other with the largest coding count of 5—gives opinion followed by 4—gives 
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suggestion. These data point observations gave me an indication of details to examine 

more thoroughly later but also raised questions about the content of those 

conversations, questions that I was able to follow up on in my analysis. 

IPA Function Area Coding Comparisons 

After the brief review of each conversation plotted by the 12 individual 

codings, I next grouped the codes by area to see if the individual observations still 

held true or if perhaps other patterns emerged (Figure 5.5). The four area groupings 

are: social-emotional positive (codes 1 to 3), task attempted answer (codes 4 to 6), 

task question (codes 5 to 9), and social-emotional negative (codes 10 to 12). Grouping 

the data in this way smoothed out some of the data peaks and provided a more macro 

view of the content of the conversations. For example, as codes 5 and 6 are in the 

same area group, the differences between items with higher code 5 values and those 

with more equal code 5 and code 6 values discussed in the previous section were 

reduced or even nullified in this view. 

 
Figure 5.5 Conversations plotted by Bales' IPA area groupings 

Using the area groupings view provided for only one thread that exhibited 

obviously different characteristics, P10, and one thread that exhibited slightly different 
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characteristics, P01 (Figure 5.6). All of the conversation threads except these two 

appeared primarily as task attempted answer followed by social-emotional positive. 

Conversation P10 was the only posting group to exhibit a different maximum value as 

task attempted answer was coded more frequently than social-emotional positive. 

While P01 exhibited the same pattern as the majority, the difference between the two 

coding groups was very slight at only 4 points. 

 
Figure 5.6 P01 and P10 area groupings 

 

IPA Problem Type Comparisons 

The third type of grouping that Bales’ IPA method provides is for that of 

problem types. Problems of orientation were marked by codes 6 and 7. Problems of 

evaluation were identified by codes 5 and 8. Problems of control were coded using 4 

and 9. Problems of decision were coded with 3 and 10. Problems involving tension-

management were coded with 2 and 11. And problems of integration were coded 

using codes 1 and 12. These problem type data mappings are shown in Figure 5.7 

below. 
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Figure 5.7 Conversations plotted by Bales' IPA problem types 

In the problem type groupings, the items that seemed to stand out as having 

different patterns of distribution were P07 and P16, P10 and P15, and P01. While the 

majority of the conversations were coded with the most frequent values as problems of 

evaluation, identified by codes 5 and 8, the five exceptions had different 

characteristics. For P10 and P15 (backgrounds in pink), the highest frequency of 

codings were 1 and 12, problems of integration. P07 and P16 (backgrounds in yellow) 

both had the highest frequency of codings as 6 and 7, problems of orientation. And for 

P01 (background in blue), the highest frequency of codings were tied, at 24.7%, for 

grouped codes 4 and 9, problems of control (Figure 5.8). 
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Figure 5.8 P10 and P15, P07 and P16, and P01 problem type groupings 

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to serve as an introduction to the following 

data analysis by first taking a closer look at the topics of the top 16 conversation 

threads, then by examining the quantitative data and performing a brief, high level 

analysis of that data. Mapping out the interactions using the Circos Table Viewer 

tool—taking a look at the sender, receiver(s), message directions, and strengths—

provided a look at the conversation flows before considering the content. The patterns 

found gave insight into the characteristics of some of the group members as well as an 

idea of some of the conversational interaction tendencies.  

Next, a look at the primary IPA codings themselves showed the most common, 

typical conversation pattern is that of giving information demonstrated by code 5—

gives opinion and code 6—gives orientation. In the next data visualization the codes 



Texas Tech University, Belinda Amaya, December 2015 

123 

 

were grouped into the four IPA function areas. The groupings tended to buffer the 

spikes seen in the individual graphs and resulted in P01 and P10 being flagged for 

deeper examination as exceptions to the typical patterns. Finally, the categories were 

grouped into six categories of IPA problem types and the standout interactions from 

these groupings included P07 and P16, P10 and P15, and P01.  

The individuals and conversations flagged in these examinations served to 

provide some additional points of interest—around conversations that exhibited 

quantitative similarities and those that were different in some way, for example—to 

explore further in the next chapter which focuses on qualitative examinations. And 

although it might be argued that this quantitative path of inquiry could be followed 

more thoroughly in order to provide some significant insight into the group dynamics 

and investigations of group identity, I would argue in response that my academic 

interests into issues of identity, meaning, and culture for this group are all questions of 

“how” these factors affect the group as well as how group members are affected by 

them, a line of inquiry that necessarily calls for the deeper, richer, qualitative 

examinations to be pursued in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DATA ANALYSIS 

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze more fully the findings from the data 

collection efforts. This analysis serves to tie the research findings back to the theories 

and frameworks previously presented in order to fully explore the research questions 

about common group identity, the role of group communication in knowledge 

construction, and the role of culture in these communications. The analysis also 

provides information that positions this dissertation in the TCR field, examines the 

implications of the analysis to the research and the field, and details the findings as 

they relate to the original research questions. 

Identity and Group Theories 

Social identity theory as described by Tajfel and Turner (1979) presents social 

identity as being composed of three major parts: categorization—the process of 

putting people into categories; identification—the process of associating ourselves 

with certain groups; and comparison—the process of comparing our group with other 

groups. There were, of course, evidences of all of these in my data analysis, but there 

were other models that seemed to fit my data and their relations to the research 

questions better.  

Strategic group theory put forth by Peteraf and Shanley (1997) was designed to 

describe industry related firms or substructures, a description which is not quite 

accurate for the PNGADV group. This theory draws from social identity theory as 

well as from classical organizational theory, like that put forth by Albert and Whetten 

(1985). With minor adjustments, or perhaps simply adjusted points of view, the theory 

seems to be a strong fit for the PNGADV group. For example, smaller groups of 

members engaging in threaded conversations could be considered representatives of 

the “organization.” And although there are no long-standing memberships in “the 

firm” to create homogeneity, there are common experiences that serve the same 

purpose. Finally, threaded interactions provided methods for the social learning 
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processes to lead to group understanding and contributed to the PNGADV group 

identity. 

If the PNGADV group could be considered the “organization,” then total 

group membership at the time of the data collection period stood in excess of 10,000 

members. The number of members actually posting messages during the 6-month 

period of data collection was 846 (8.46%). Of those, 129 (1.29%) were involved in the 

top 16 discussions suggesting many of these members (the ones with more than a few 

postings) were active representatives of the organization.  

Because of the diversity of the membership, and the relatively short period of 

time the group had been in existence, the factors which primarily serve as a 

homogenizing force are not cultural similarity and tenure, but rather shared 

experiences. For example, conversation P03 began with Dora explaining how she was 

tired of helping a family member who continued to ask for help, then ended up, 

repeatedly, returning to the abuser. In this conversation a number of other women 

referred to their own struggles with domestic violence as a way to connect to the 

conversation, but also as a way to demonstrate a kind of credential or proof of 

authentic group membership. 

i was like her 4 almst 12yrs until 2 days ago wen i decided 2 get proffessional 

advice 4rm a beautiful person who made me realise dat life has more 2 offer 

than livin in terror n abuse! (Shirley, P03) 

As a victim myself... It is common for victims to run back to their abusers 

despite wot they've endured. (Carol, P03) 

Oh no... Writing this is bringing up painful memories :'‐(( The last straw for 

me to walk out was when he kicked me on the ground in a neighbours 

driveway :'‐(( After punching me I fell and he kept footballing me... It was 

humiliating, hurting and degrading with everyone watching :‐((( (Judy, P03) 
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The other factor in such a humiliating public beating is the anger you feel for 

the onlookers. Angry that they just stand there and watch and do NOTHING to 

stop it....that always really got me wild! (Nancy, P03) 

Like Nancy, I found the humiliation to be worse than physical pain, and mine 

was mostly non‐physical. It took a while for me to realise that the humiliation 

wasn't really mine, but his. (Tena, P03) 

As well as serving as examples of a homogenizing force on the group 

members, these discourses also served to bolster Stohl and Putnam’s (1994) claims 

about the value of natural group study and the opportunity provided to “capture the 

dynamics, fluidity, and complexity of the role that context plays in group experience” 

(p. 285).  

Because not all group members were victims of domestic violence, however, 

other points of commonality also served as homogenizing factors for the group. These 

included, for a large portion of the group population, experience with family members 

and others who were DV or GBV victims. There were also a small number of 

representatives from organizations that dealt with victims and/or perpetrators, 

including members of the police force, of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), of 

informal groups, and from the legal profession. All of these experiences with domestic 

violence issues served to provide group members with common, albeit weak-tie, 

connections to each other, experiences that provide examples of Krackhardt’s (1992) 

assertion that “it is the weak ties that provide new information to the system” (p. 216). 

While early theories in computer-mediated communication argued that CMC 

“reduces social clues and thereby undermines the social and normative influences on 

individuals or groups” (Brunsting & Postmes, 2002, p. 528), findings in this 

dissertation support other research that shows how behavior within the anonymity and 

isolation of CMC can be even more normative than when people are known to each 

other and located in the same spaces (e.g., Postmes, Spears, Sakhel, & de Groot, 2001; 

Spears, Lea, & Lee, 1990; Sassenberg & Postmes, 2002). Findings in this dissertation 

provide strong arguments for the idea that the Internet, and access to such social media 
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forums as Facebook groups, have provided individuals with a “place” to go in order to 

find other like-minded individuals and pursue actions that were simply not available to 

them in their “real life” situations of isolation and anonymity.   

In sum, according to this perspective, the Internet does not make collective 

action impossible just because individuals are isolated and separated from each 

other. To the contrary, in many ways, the Internet offers people a chance to 

organize and unite in much more sophisticated and powerful ways than ever 

before (as is underlined by the effectiveness of mass communication to 

mobilizing people) and may also accentuate the common identity in an 

otherwise heterogeneous group. Thus, we predict that the Internet would be 

very suited to the support of collective action, possibly as a platform for it. 

(Brunsting & Postmes, 2002, p. 530) 

Group Membership Claims 

According to research into membership claims (Burke et al., 2010), the words 

and actions of members contain indications of claimant arguments or evidences of 

membership as well as group member responses indicating that membership has 

indeed taken place. Burke et al. indicate that “membership claims can take three 

forms: declarations, questions, and revelations” (p. 8). The Burke et al. research 

specifically addresses the topics of membership as it applies to newcomers, but when I 

searched for these trends, or evidences, in my own group’s interactions I discovered 

that not only are these methods used to stake a claim in the group, but they also seem 

to serve, in the case of several long-standing members, as a way to maintain the right 

to participate as a full group member as well as to encourage feelings of group 

membership in others. One of the most interesting observations as I reviewed the 

postings, however, was the fact that, to a large extent, most of the first two techniques, 

declarations and questions, were employed by expats attempting to prove their right to 

belong in the group in spite of their expat status. 

Section Formatting 

In the examples found in this section of the chapter, italics have been added to 

the quotations to emphasize the strategies and issues being examined; there is no 

formatting in the original posts or comments as Facebook interactions are all 

unformatted text. I am also adding an additional field of reference in parentheses 
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behind the poster name, a field that is a count of the total number of posts or 

comments contained in the six-month dataset and is provided here as an indication of 

how prolific a poster the group member was. For example, a poster named Zac who 

only posted a total of 3 times in the six-month period would be shown as “Zac (p=3)” 

in the texts. This indicator is provided in order to help determine the strength of the 

poster’s or commenter’s position as an “organizational” representative.  

Declarations 

Burke et al. (2010) describes declarations as “verbal assertions by the 

newcomer that he or she is a member” (p. 8) and can include explicit statements of 

belonging or less obvious clues such as the use of first-person plural pronouns. These 

evidences of membership as “a matter of self-construal” (Hogg, et al., 2004) also 

provide details about two motivations that drive social identity processes, 1) self-

enhancement, with its idea that simply belonging to a group generates positive self-

esteem, and 2) uncertainty reduction, which drives members to adjust their behavior in 

order to maintain their place in the group. According to Chen and Li (2009), it is when 

individuals begin to see themselves as part of the group that they also begin to derive 

some self-esteem from that membership and adopt those behaviors that are consistent 

with the group identity. 

Thread P01 was the group discussion about the missing girl, Anna. Early in the 

discussion, an infrequent poster named Lincoln (p=2) said, “Lets all help where we 

can” indicating by his language that not only did he feel part of the group, but he felt 

enough a part to call for action by the others. Another poster, Luke (p=16), said “The 

cops actions leaves a lot to be desired, but then we all know [how] UNRELIABLE 

they are…” Not only did Luke’s language indicate that he viewed himself an insider, 

but it also contained a further, hidden element, an inside joke of sorts; even though 

Luke was not a prolific poster and therefore not well known to all members of the 

group, he was a key figure in that he was a member of the constabulary. The fact that 

he, too, was a “cop” provided Luke with status within the group as being in a position 

of power, a fact he did not feel compelled to state explicitly. Several other infrequent 
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posters also used declarations in this discussion to assert their status as group 

members. Helen (p=17) said, “Our prayers are with Anna…,” and Koi (p=1) 

admonished “God help our mothers and daughters...” Tena (p=197), as the most 

prolific poster in the PNGADV group, also held a position as one of the group 

administrators. Because of her posting habits, she was possibly the most well-known 

figure in the group, although probably not the most respected since she did not 

actually reside in Papua New Guinea. In the P01 discussion thread Tena made a 

suggestion—“…maybe some of our members could band together to search this 

place,” offered encouragement—“Let’s hope and pray Anna has not been harmed…,” 

and spoke for the group—“Let us hope that the suspect brings Anna to the police 

station.” Another group administrator, Nancy (p=88), also offered encouragement on 

behalf of the group speaking of the topic at hand—“We are all glued to the screen 

awaiting the good news…,” as well as referring to the group’s role in the larger 

scheme—“The more we speak out against violence and the more courage that is 

shown against it, the more likely people will change attitude.”  

Examples of declarations of group membership were explicitly demonstrated 

in most of the top 16 conversation threads. “We may not need another committee,” 

explained George (p=2) in thread P02 in response to Nancy’s assertion that a formal 

committee was needed. In P03 Peter suggested that perhaps the PNGADV group 

should participate in the framing of the new Legislation Family Protection Bill. “How 

do we go about doing this Peter?” asked Nancy (p=88). “It is an excellent idea and one 

we should be following up. What do you suggest we do as a group to get a say in 

legislation; as it is certainly one of our aims....” (Nancy, p=88). In the P04 discussion 

about the participation of expats and PNG nationals in the group, Jay (p=18) 

suggested, “I would actually like to ask if everyone on this forum find value in 

discussions in the group and own this group!. Australian or Papua New Guinean, I 

believe is not an issue,” then asserted more forcefully, “We got drawn together to help 

fellow human beings out of personal conviction, I hope…If Australians are not 

convinced that they should help, then they should all stop giving us false hope and 

cease leading in this group.”  
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In conversation thread P06 the original poster Victor (p=8) made some 

remarks about unfaithful women that caused others to respond with some strong 

statements. Gideon (p=14) directed a comment at Victor, “…the purpose of this page 

is to discuss and contribute to help and assist and discuss how we can address family 

and sexual violence/gender based violence by advocating on change…” He later 

addressed the group saying, “THIS IS NOT A PLACE WERE WE ARGUE ABOUT 

OUR DIFFERENCES, OUR STUBBORNNESS, OUR STRONG BIAS CULTURES 

BUT A PAGE WERE EVERYONE CAN HELP EACH OTHER...” In conversation 

P07 when Nancy asked Jay (p=18) to consider serving in the role of chaplain for the 

group, Jay responded by saying he could not serve as he was in the process of 

relocating to another part of the country. He did agree to help find another person to 

fill the role, however, and described the process and its value to the group. “We will 

need some praying along those lines so that whatever we decide as a group serves the 

genuine interest of PNGADV both physically and spiritually for the victims in our 

care!...” In the P09 thread, Nancy (p=88) outlined some plans for the group saying, 

“PNGADV is currently working around the clock to ‘pull together’ a major ‘family 

violence workshop’ in Oro Province in conjunction with Police, Health Workers, and 

Educationists. During and after that workshop we intend to make a firm strategy for 

where to go and what to do with PNGADV. We have strategies and workable plans; 

but no bloody funding.” 

There was plenty of supportive feedback given when Ray shared his story of 

being a former abuser in P10. Tom (p=48) expressed his thanks to Ray, called him 

“brave” and explained that “by reading your story this story can become a short of 

information, awareness and education to our brothers as well. You are a great asset to 

PNG ADV.” He then went on to assert his right to membership by directing other 

members to take action. “I ask Nancy and Sharon to take note with Angela, Tena and 

others,” he said. “I also call upon Peter and our Police Officers that he is a great asset, 

we could use his experience in the time like this.” In conversation P11, Tena (p=197) 

tried to encourage Isaac to take further actions toward change saying, “We have some 

other men amongst us who have done this and who are now some of our best helpers. 
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You can always ask to in-box our men if you would like to talk privately, so please 

ask and we'll refer you to someone suitable.” And in conversation P15 Tena (p=197) 

addressed Gideon then spoke to Toni on behalf of the group. “Gideon, thank you so 

much for taking Toni under your wing. Toni, I'm really, really glad you have found us. 

This kind of support is what we love to give to people who have been abused and you 

are more than welcome to all we can do to help you through this. We'll be waiting to 

hear from you tomorrow.” 

Questions 

Questions are a major field of measurement in the IPA analysis conducted on 

the text corpus and account for 3 of the possible 12 code assignments. However, 

questions that are specific to group membership make up only a part of these coded 

segments. According to Burke et al., “Questions are a form of active inquiry crafted to 

convey an image of dedication and competence, an attempt to look more like an 

insider” (2010, p. 8). Post P02 was a discussion started by group administrator Nancy 

(p=88) asking for help in setting up a formally registered PNGADV group outside of 

Facebook. While there were a number of questions asked of the group that were 

information-seeking in nature, a few of the questions contained wording that indicated 

an attempt by the author to become more embedded within the group identity. When 

one of the posters suggested that the group explore affiliating itself with other groups, 

for example, and the suggestion went without response, Joanne (p=7) asserted her 

membership by questioning one of the administrators asking, “Nancy have you noted 

George’s advise about being affiliated with another org?” Later in the conversation 

Leah (p=31) suggested that she wanted to help and indicated her perspective of her 

own membership in the group by asking, “Will there be online correspondence as 

well?” Leah received a direct response from Nancy, an act that in essence granted 

Leah membership in the topic of conversation thus validating her group membership. 

Rachel (p=42) posed a similar question and asked, “How can those of us who are 

living overseas participate?” and earned a question in return from Angela (p=152) who 

asked “where do you live?” Rachel never responded, however, and her single question 
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was the only interaction she engaged in during this conversation thread, a missed 

opportunity for asserting group membership. Tena related a story in the conversation 

and described what she called “the Islamic way” of protecting a woman’s bride price 

upon marriage. Tanya (p=317) responded with a question that was not designed to 

draw herself more deeply into the group membership but rather one that indicated her 

earned inclusion in the group as well as demonstrated some knowledge of local culture 

making her an “insider” in other ways. Her response to Tena contained a joke in the 

form of a question—“@Tena: but how does one put a pig in a bank account? ;->,” the 

cultural reference here containing insider knowledge that pigs are a highly valued 

commodity in certain parts of PNG and traditionally associated with bride wealth 

payments. As a side note, Tanya’s comment, with her reference to pigs, indicated her 

outsider status in matters of the Islamic faith. 

A few other examples of questions asked in an attempt to appear an insider 

were also found in other top 16 postings. For example, although Tena23 did not live in 

PNG her question about a specific neighborhood in Port Moresby, and one that tied 

the question to the group, was one such example. “Nathan, thank you for letting us 

know. Do you know if any of our members live near Rainbow Estate?” (P01). In 

another post Tena threatened to deny planned funding to the group because of 

concerns that not enough PNG nationals were involved. In this thread she asked, 

“Why are the main people running this group Australians and not PNGans? Why wasit 

an Australian who started this group? Why is it an Australian who founded CUMA for 

the neglected chlidren?” (P04). In these questions, Tena seemed to be making strong 

membership claims for herself and other expats while challenging the membership of 

others, PNG nationals, who did not seem to her to have as much invested in the group. 

In post P13, Lucy (p=8) tried to assert her group membership by questioning that, 

although the group may have agreed that pornography contributes to domestic 

violence, what could that mean in terms of actionable responses. “I agree, porn is ONE 

                                                 
23 As an interesting side note, many of the examples of this inclusion technique of asking questions 

were carried out by Tena. 
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of the causes of DV..,” she stated, “no argument there. Now we've resolved that, what 

are we, as a group, going to DO about it?”  

Revelations 

The purpose of revelations in a group, according to Burke et al. (2010), is that 

it allows participants to “reveal details about themselves, presenting their similarities 

with the group and demonstrating that they have an insider’s understanding of the 

group or shared values and ideology” (p. 8). This strategy manifested itself in three 

primary ways within the conversations analyzed. First, members reported incidences 

of domestic violence that they had either been a part of, or had encountered as a way 

to demonstrate their right to belong in the group. Second, members demonstrated 

“belonging” by virtue of knowledge and skill in PNG cultural and/or domestic 

violence matters, expat members by posting text portions in Tok Pisin and both expat 

and PNG national members by presenting their educational credentials, workplace 

credentials, or in some places, their experiences as proofs. Finally, a few of the 

members, mostly males, used the forum as a place to admit to their own participation 

in acts of violence, some looking for help, some as a way to encourage others, and 

some simply wanting to vent their emotions in a public forum.  

Examples of members reporting observing DV acts were found in a few of the 

top 16 posts. In P02 Leah (p=8) posted, “I have alot of close friends and female 

relatives being in violent marriages. They cant do much cause of the situation that they 

are in. The common saying that men use ‘Em meri blo mi, Pig mani blo mi stap lo 

skin blo em’ [She's my wife, all my money and pigs have been paid for her].” In P03 

Dora (p=7) began, “a relative of mine has been bashed by her abusive boyfriend 

countless times already,” then went on to detail the abuse and her part in an attempted 

rescue. Victor (p=8) also presented an account in P06 stating, “I saw a man beating his 

wife to death when noticing that his wife had sex with his counterworkmate.” 

Although he did not present a single specific incident report, Tom (p=48) reported in 

P08, “As a Police Investigator I came across this problem all the time. Because I 

against DV. I advice husbands to take care of their wives as wicker vassal.” In P09 
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Russell (p=6) shared a detailed account that began, “I was driving up towards the 5 

mile round about, just passing the Boroko United Church at about lunch time 

yesterday, and I saw a young couple arguing and saw the husband punching the wife 

on the head while she had their baby in her arms!” Later in the same conversation he 

shared another story, “I deal with a case where a husband who treated his wife badly 

by pushing a wire red hot from the fire into his wife's virgina. It burn her complietly. 

The husband escaped. I got the woman and had her admitted her to the hospital. After 

one month we send her to Kavieng. Six months later we saw her again with her 

husband at YANGORU. WOW WHAT A WASTE OF TIME.” In a slightly different 

example P15 group member Sharon (p=17) shared a story about a legal problem in 

order to encourage Toni to seek legal counsel. “15 years ago my mum took a two hour 

trip to the court hearing and arrived 20min late and case was dismissed by magistrate! 

Dad never paid maintenance for my brother,my smallsis and myself.” 

Examples of membership based on knowledge of PNG practices, language, or 

other ties were also seen in a number of comments. In a comment by Tanya (p=48) in 

conversation thread P01 she said, “if I was in POM, I would have a convoy of my 

niece's security guards and we would already be there,” referring to her familial 

connections in PNG. She made another claim to this connection in P02 when she 

explained, “My niece's bride price was the highest ever paid in Enga Province, and 

she's quite proud of that ‐ but she's also a highly educated, professional woman who 

owns properties/businesses etc in her own right, and for her the bride price was NOT a 

‘purchase’ but a symbol.” When PNG national member Susan explained to expat 

member Michael about the text of a sign she has in front of her house, he responded 

that his “pidgin is not so good” and asked for a translation. Expat member Nancy 

(married to a PNG national and living in PNG) responded by translating, “You are not 

fit to feel pain and carry a child; you are really not fit. You fight because you are a 

loose man,” before Susan had a chance to provide a separate translation of, “i have the 

amazing strenght to experience child birth. Ofcourse, You assult me because you are 

weak & a loser.” In P06 Tena explained to Tanya that, “I can't do anything other than 
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make suggestions though, because I don't even live in PNG any more,” explaining her 

position as an expat, but also asserting her right to speak in the group based on the fact 

that she was once a PNG resident, in the same sentence. She elaborated on her insider 

position a bit in P12 when she told the story, “I lived in WHP for two years in the late 

60s and there was nothing like this. Then, the person or lain who could talk the longest 

was the winner. I remember a riot of about 300 armed warriors who were quelled by 

six unarmed kiaps [pre-independence Australian patrol officers], showing us that it 

was more about posturing and looking fierce than actually being so.” A few statements 

later in the same thread expat member Tanya (p=48) asserted her membership in the 

group with a story of her own, “In Aiyura, there was a battle field, literally a field you 

could stand next to & watch the Gadsups na Tairora fire arrows & sling spears at each 

other - as long as you didn't try to intervene, there was little danger (unless someone 

was a REALLY bad shot). But now introduce guns, cheap alcohol, etc - Payday 

Friday, everyone knew to stay home because anything could happen.” 

There were also several examples of group members asserting their right to 

speak for the group based on some kind of perceived credentials. In a call in P04 by 

Tom for “genuine” members to state their “experties, experients and fields of 

employment” a few of the members responded with their details in the conversation 

thread. “I graduated with a diploma in journalism. Worked as senior public relations 

officer in gov dept! Redi [ready]” began PNG national Betty (p=31). Expat Ruth (p=3) 

responded with, “I am a lecturer/researcher at Charles Sturt University in Wagga 

Wagga Australia. I am currently near completion of a PhD about educated PNG 

women's experiences with information and empowerment. I recently presented some 

of the findings at the International Women's Conference in Cairns where Dame Kidu 

[a prominent female politician in PNG] was a keynote speaker.” One post by an expat, 

Tanya (p=48) contained both references in pidgin and claims of legitimacy for herself 

and other expat group administrators in conversation P04. “…One [admin] (me) spent 

8 years here growing up, save pasin bilong ples [we know the customs], save Tok 

Pisin [we know the language], save long braid prais etc. [we know about bride price, 

etc.] We’re not NGOs trying to ‘fix’ a problem we don’t understand – please give us 
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credit for our genuine passion for this issue & its social effects.” In P06 Tanya also 

asserted her legitimacy by sharing a story about a personal conversation with a well-

known PNG business woman. “Janet Sape told me about being asked to speak at a 

Highlands men’s conference,” she explained. “She told them ‘in the Highlands, you tie 

a pig by its leg and control it that way…you do the same thing with your wives, and 

it’s wrong’.” In the P13 discussion about pornography, when two members got into a 

bit of an argument, PNG national Tom (p=48) said to expat member Lucy, “I see you 

just want to argue with out actually see the point.” He then went on to state, “I have 

been dealing with DV problems since 2003 with organization like women and 

Children Support Centre. Women’s Crisis centre, Welfare and Community 

Development. Conducting awareness and training Gender based violence and 

domestic issues. If you have not come across this experience I suggest you keep your 

hands crossed on this post.” Not to be outdone, Lucy (p=8) responded with her own 

credentials. “Actually Tom, I have been a DV worker in some of the most 

marginalized and diverse places in Australia for 25 years. I have developed, written 

and implemented anti-DV programmes and sat on the YWCA’s DV development 

panel to present a cohesive approach to DV in multicultural communities for the UN’s 

Beijiing 1994 ‘4th International Conference on Women’.” In P14 expat member Debra 

(p=8) explained, “I am an anthropologist and as aware as anyone of traditional gender 

roles, especially in the highlands.” She expanded on her right to belong when she later 

wrote, “I am married to a PNG man, and respect him in all ways.” In P16 Tena 

expressed some concern over [PNG national] Jason’s planned activities to which he 

responded, “Tena I am a secondary school teacher and also the Deputy Principal of 

Gordon Secondary and I really do not want people to see me as a vigilanty.” 

The most prominent example of members admitting to their own failings was 

found in P10 when Ray (p=33) decided to tell his story with the introduction “Well i 

said to share my story about been formely an abuser…” Ray told his story to the 

group, shared details about his failings in a number of areas, and ended by telling how 

his life was turned around by his faith in God. He also provided his email address and 

encouraged anyone that needed to talk about their problems to contact him directly. 
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This admission seemed to encourage a few other members to make revelations as well. 

“I had a dream last night which woke me up from my sleep and made me think hard 

about my alcoholic and clubbing habits…” Joe (p=6) began. He went on to talk about 

what he was feeling at the time and ended by thanking Ray for his courage in sharing 

his own story. Sharon (p=17) followed up with some supporting comments for Joe—

“glad your dream and Rays stori woke yu too resality”—as well as her own admission. 

“Partying and alcohol are two risky and unhealthy behaviours. I was an addict once 

and overcame that.” (Vanessa (p=25), on the other hand, talked about being confused 

at first by Ray’s revelations. “You see i only know you as a facebook friend .. and you 

are so insipratonal .. always complimenting and encouraging your fb followers ..” Her 

admission was clearly very different than Ray’s, Joe’s, and Sharon’s, but still an 

admission that presented a feeling of belonging for herself and others involved in the 

conversation. 

Bales’ IPA 

As introduced earlier, Robert Bales’ IPA was designed as a method to be used 

in order to classify direct face-to-face interaction while it was occurring, one act at a 

time (Bales, 1951). The intent of this classification was to provide a way to summarize 

and analyze the resulting data to provide information useful to the study of small 

groups. The process for conducting of Bales’ IPA coding was modified for this 

dissertation in an effort to apply the theories involved to a group engaged in 

asynchronous online interactions, applicable here as an aid to this “process analysis” 

examination in contrast to the purely “content analysis” focus of many other works. 

This dissertation also responds to Lawrence Frey’s (1996) description of the 

importance of interaction theory as a way to focus researchers on the internal 

processes characterizing group discussion. Earlier in this work it was established that 

although Bales’ system is one of the earliest, it is also one of the most durable systems 

of group interaction analysis. In more recent years, the system has been applied to a 

number of computer based interactions as well (Chou, 2002; Fahy, 2006; Finegold & 

Cooke, 2006; Hiltz, Johnson, & Agle, 1978; Nam, Lyons, Hwang, & Kim, 2009).  
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IPA Individual Codings 

When examining the individual coding results, 9 of the 16 conversations 

exhibited similar characteristics as they were coded most frequently for 5—gives 

opinion followed by 6—gives orientation and 15 of the 16 conversations included 5—

gives opinion as one of the top two codings. The most common coding pattern noted 

indicates that one primary focus of the PNGADV group was on sharing topic related 

information with the group.  

@Cath, if a man really loves u, he shud have tha same sparkle in his eyes that 

had when he first met u even after years ov being wiv him, bearing his 

children,etc..that same sparkle in his eyes that reminds (Carol, P05, 5—gives 

opinion) 

As Angela says, the lines can get blurred when we are dealing with DV, 

because cause and effect can sometimes take a while to become clear. (Tena, 

P13, 5—gives opinion) 

Dats y i jus let it go coz 2 argue wud complicate evrytin! [That’s why I just let 

it go because to argue would complicate everything!] (Betty, P08, 6—gives 

orientation) 

She needs counseling... Someone who can make her see the "light at the end of 

the tunnel" (Judy, P03, 5—gives opinion) 

I have 2 very close friends that I have made through fb (Alice, P04, 6—gives 

orientation) 

IPA Function Areas 

The four function area groupings outlined in the previous IPA coding 

comparisons were: social-emotional positive (codes 1 to 3), task attempted answer 

(codes 4 to 6), task question (codes 5 to 9), and social-emotional negative (codes 10 to 

12). The most common patterns noted in the 16 posts (refer to Figure 5.5) showed the 

highest counts of task attempted answer followed by the second highest coding counts 
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of social-emotional positive. The exceptions to this pattern were found in P01 and 

P10.  

The most common patterns noted in the other 14 of the 16 posts showed the 

highest counts for the task attempted answer grouping—in the form of suggestions, 

opinions, and orientations. For most of these, all but P09 and P12, the second highest 

coding counts groupings were social-emotional positive—in the form of showing 

solidarity, showing tension release, and agreeing. These patterns indicate that the 

primary ways the PNGADV group contributed to the discourse were by providing 

information and by providing support.  

Some of the information examples were, of course, in the form of direct 

answers to specific questions asked. For example, in P09 when Eric reported about 

retrieving a dead body Tena asked, “Did you inform the police?” to which Nancy 

responded, “Eric is one of our good Policemen :)” Attempted answers in the form of 

suggestions were those that included either a direct suggestion—one that could be 

restated using “we/you should…,” or an implied one—a suggestion that could be 

restated using “we/you could…” Examples of those are shown below. 

let see what is existing and what is not existing and create the constitution of 

our organisation. (Gideon, P02) 

If members other than Papua New Guineans dont understand the issue of 

brideprice,reciprocity,wantokism etc...please make referals and ask for advise 

if someone presents with a tricky situation on this page. (Sharon, P04) 

leave while u still can. If u have kids...take them wiv u, (Carol, P05) 

Attempted answers in the form of opinions were those that indicated a possible 

action that might be taken, but were stated with less conviction than the previous 

direct suggestions. These items could best be restated using “I think that we/you 

should…” or “I think that we/you could…” 

With all the examples listed above, we can say that PNG culture and gender 

roles promote male superiority. (Estella, P06) 
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If I were in your position, I would be insisting to see what he is doing. (Nicole, 

P08) 

Sometimes I think they get ridiculous. (Tena, P01) 

Two threads—P09 and P12—showed a different pattern with secondary spikes 

in the social-emotional negative categorization. These conversations were obviously 

the most emotionally charged of the data set. The individual codes that make up this 

area category are 10—disagrees, 11—shows tension, and 12—shows antagonism. In 

P09 Nancy began the discussion by lamenting about another victim of domestic 

violence and the discussion soon spiraled into expressions of anger and frustration, 

decidedly negative emotions, but, notably, emotions that were directed to others 

outside of the PNGADV group.  

I hope someone flogs him when he is caught :( (Shay, P09) 

they think they have the right to take away other peoples life so why not take 

their lives away also they dont desrve it (Rose, P09) 

no they let her walk home with her child – man is free to do as he pleases – and 

he kills her in broad daylight – in front of the child. dead woman but they cant 

even find the man who is known to all. yeah right. so so sik of this over and 

over and over. (Valerie, P09) 

The second thread with high negative emotions was P12, another similar 

discussion of a domestic violence murder. Again, the negative emotions being 

expressed here were aimed at others outside of the PNGADV group, and at the culture 

and situation that allow such deeds to occur. 

Fucking hell. Kill it with fire. (Tanya, P12) 

He is a bloody animal! Truly disgusting! (Brett, P12) 

It really pisses me off when people see or hear couple fighting and their instant 

reaction is “ssshush! Heavy blo tuple, ino bisnis bo yumi” [Hush. This is a 
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problem between the two of them, it’s not our business] like for goodness sake, 

domestic violence is EVERYONE’S BUSINESS (Carol, P12) 

The area coding patterns for P01 and P10, the two conversations with a very 

different pattern, showed similar counts for areas of social-emotional positive and task 

attempted answer (refer to Figure 5.6). In P01 social-emotional positive codes 

accounted for 42.1% of the codings while task attempted answer codes accounted for 

46.3%. P01 was the discussion of the suspected abduction of the young lady named 

Anna. The number of codes for social-emotional positive was high, but this was in 

keeping with the entire corpus of P01 through P16 threads as the group was highly 

supportive of each other across all conversations. The individual codes that make up 

this area category are 1—shows solidarity, 2—shows tension release, and 3—agrees.  

The number of codes for task attempted answer categories in P01 was high due 

to the frequent reporting of facts and updates in the case by Nathan as well as reports 

by other members, either of what actions they were taking or of suggestions for 

actions that should be taken. The individual ratings making up this category are 4—

gives suggestion, 5—gives opinion, and 6—gives orientation. 

The police sud haul in pipol at hohola [a Port Moresby neighborhood] where 

she was last seen and interogate them. The man last seen wit her sud be the 

prime suspect. (Luke, P01) 

Any PNGADV members in the area might be able to keep their eyes and ears 

open for any clues to her whereabouts. (Tena, P01) 

We have split into two groups and are now on standby awaiting word from 

group one who are currently following up on some fresh leads. (Nathan, P01) 

although I am beginning to be skeptical about what's actually happened & 

whether it was voluntary, she still needs to come forward and ease people's 

minds. (Tanya, P01) 

Conversation P10 is the only thread out of the 16 that had the highest 

percentage of area codings show up in an area other than task attempted answer. In 
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P10 social-emotional positive codes accounted for 54.2% of the codings while task 

attempted answer codes accounted for 42.7%. This thread was the conversation begun 

by Ray when he admitted to being a former abuser and the response from the group 

was overwhelmingly in support of both his lifestyle change and his public admission 

of guilt resulting in the highest percentage of responses coded as social-emotional 

positive over all 16 posts. 

You are a very courageous man Ray to tell your story. (Nancy, P10) 

Thankyou very much Ray. Its great to read your story! (Sharon, P10) 

Ray. What an awesome story. Thank you for sharing it with us. (Matthew, 

P10) 

Thank you Ray you are brave and by reading your story this story can become 

a short of information, awareness and education to our brothers as well. You 

are a great asset to PNG ADV (Tom, P10) 

i wish all pngean men read d happy endng story. am sharing it wit close frens 

and families. (Louise, P10) 

THis is truly honesty. exposing your experiences from the past is somthing not 

all would do. (Adam, P10) 

The primary function of group members was to provide information to the 

group in the form of suggestions, opinions, and orientations (instructions and 

information). The only conversation from the analyzed group that this did not hold 

true for was one involving the confessions of a former abuser; for that conversation 

the primary function of group members was to provide positive social-emotional 

responses in the form of showing solidarity, showing tension release, and signifying 

agreement. 

IPA Problem Types 

Rearranging the original IPA codings into different groupings produced some 

slightly different results and highlighted different areas of interest. The previous 
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section examined thread codes that were grouped into four areas while this section 

grouped the 12 available codes into six problem types: problems of orientation (codes 

6 and 7), problems of evaluation (codes 5 and 8), problems of control (codes 4 and 9), 

problems of decision (codes 3 and 10), problems of tension-management (codes 2 and 

11), and problems of integration (codes 1 and 12). 

When the 16 conversation threads were examined using these groupings (refer 

to Figure 5.7) many of the threads exhibited pattern similarities with the highest 

percentage of codings found in problems of evaluation and orientation (P02, P03, 

P04, P05, P06, P08, P09, P11, P12, P13, and P14). The peaks in problems of 

evaluation in most (11 out of 15) of the top conversations were not unexpected as 

codings for 5—gives opinion in the top 16 conversations were high, representing 

37.6% of the total. Conversely, the opposite, paired measure of 8—asks for opinion 

represented a much smaller portion of the overall codings as they were used in only 

2.2% of the top 16 posts. Together, the codes for problems of evaluation for the entire 

set of 16 posts composed 39.9% of the total codings. The second highest category of 

problem types overall was problems of orientation represented by 21.8% of the total 

codings. The five conversations that showed a break in these problem type patterns 

were in three similar groupings: conversation threads P10 and P15, P07 and P16, and 

thread P01 (refer to Figure 5.8). 

Conversations P10 and P15 both showed the highest problem types in 

problems of integration (codes 1—shows solidarity and 12—shows antagonism). P10 

was the conversation where Ray admitted to being a former abuser, a conversation 

where support and positive feelings were very high. Similarly, in P15 when Toni 

asked for advice from the group about her upcoming court appearance, group 

members rallied in her support and in support of each other.  

Toni, hang in there. You aren't alone. (Tena, P15) 

You are a very courageous man Ray to tell your story. (Nancy, P10) 

OMG, thankyou all vry vry much. (Toni, P15) 
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Gideon, good on you. Thanks for giving Toni this information in good time. 

(Tena, P15) 

YOU ARE A GREAT MAN BRO... FOR SHARING YOUR STORY.... 

(Marlene, P10) 

I am soo touched by this your amazing ,,life's touching story. (Vincent, P10) 

Conversations P07 and P16 both showed the highest problem types in 

problems of orientation (codes 6—gives orientation and 7—asks for orientation). 

Conversation P07 was about a planned PNGADV committee meeting and P16 

discussed an idea for a citizens watch group. Once again the topics being discussed 

were similar so the threaded responses followed similar patterns as well. 

In the immediate future, Josie, how much "stuff" is there, & how much does it 

weigh? (Tanya, P07, 7—asks for orientation)  

I have at least four large boxes of clothes, and bedding, one large packing box 

of kids stuff. weight uumm, maybe 60kg or so, if packing container will be on 

size, if UPS will be on weight. (Josie, P07, 6—gives orientation) 

Jason, how are you going? (Tena, P16, 7—asks for orientation) 

@ Tena. The support has been awesome. (Jason, P16, 6—gives orientation) 

The final thread marked has having a different pattern, P01, is one in which the 

problems of evaluation (codes 5—gives opinion and 8—asks for opinion) and 

problems of integration (codes 1—shows solidarity and 12—shows antagonism) are 

exactly the same (24.7%). P01 was the report of the abduction of Anna and 23.9% of 

the posts were expressing support and goodwill for those involved while another 

23.9% involved the expression of opinions about the situation and reports of events by 

PNGADV members. Examples from these conversations include: 

I honestly believe there will come a time when young men like Nathan and Ian 

will represent the majority, rather than the minority of young PNG men. 

(Nancy, 5—gives opinion) 
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This is a serious case and they are mucking around!! (Russell, 12—shows 

antagonism) 

If she's being held somewhere while the police faff about, how much 

compensation (hint: no amount is high enough) will make up for Anna's 

abduction / rape? (Tanya, 8—asks for opinion) 

Thank you again Ian for your fantastic support. (Nancy, 1—shows solidarity) 

The primary problem types discussed by the group were problems of 

evaluation and involved the asking for and giving of opinions, evaluations, and other 

beliefs that were relevant to the items being discussed. 

IPA Coding Comparisons 

PNGADV vs. Bales 

In Bales’ original model, demonstrations of solidarity, tension-release, and 

agreement are all part of the positive social-emotional reactions while disagreement, 

tension and antagonism constitute negative reactions. Similarly, giving and asking for 

information, opinions, and suggestions are all task related measures. In the table below 

(Table 6.1) a summary of the 12 interactive processes is shown along with a 

comparison (last column) of Bales’ observed “suggested limits” (1950, p. 262). 

Following the table is a discussion of some of the observations identified in Table 6.1, 

a comparison of PNGADV group responses as compared to Bales’ face-to-face group 

studies. 

Table 6.1 Summary of PNGADV IPA results 

Categories PNGADV Bales’ 

Observed 

Bales’ Suggested 

Limits 

Positive social-emotional: 

1. Solidarity 11.0%* 1% 0 – 5 

2. Tension-release 6.3% 7.3% 3 – 14 

3. Agrees 4.1%* 12.2% 6 – 20 
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Task—giving: 

4. Suggestion 10.8% 5.2% 2 – 11 

5. Opinion 37.6% 30% 21 – 40  

6. Orientation 19.3% 21.2% 14 – 30  

Task—Asking: 

7. Orientation 2.5% 5.4% 2 – 11  

8. Opinion 2.2% 3.5% 1 – 9  

9. Suggestions 0.9% 0.8% 0 – 5  

Negative social-emotional: 

10. Disagrees 0.8%* 6.6% 3 – 13  

11. Shows tension 3% 4.4% 1 – 10  

12. Shows antagonism 1.3% 2.4% 0 – 7  

 * Result outside of Bales’ suggested limits 

 

The online PNGADV group showed a considerably larger percentage of 

expressions of solidarity than Bales’ face-to-face group. Although these differences 

could be attributed to the groups themselves or the different topics of discussion, it is 

most likely the result of the difference between face-to-face and online interfaces. For 

example, in face-to-face interactions turn-taking is a much more negotiated process, 

individuals who speak up call attention to themselves, time constraints have more of 

an impact, etc. In online interactions expressing support for what another person has 

said, done, or reported is not disruptive to the flow of conversation and is more easily 

accomplished, especially for shyer or more reticent individuals, than speaking out in a 

room full of competing voices. 

Expressions of agreement were, perhaps surprisingly, much lower in the 

PNGADV group interactions, but I suggest the reason for this may have to do with the 

kinds of group interactions occurring. The PNGADV group members were not 

typically trying to solve a problem or complete some kind of task but were rather 

simply engaged in conversation over topics of interest. In the Bales study he examined 

some 23,000 interactions “from observations of groups of different sizes and kinds, 
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ranging through nursery school children, high school and college students, married 

couples, college faculty discussions, etc., on tasks of widely different kinds” (Bales, 

1950, p. 262). In this dissertation I examined 1,029 status updates and comments, 

coded into 3,645 acts, from observations of small groups (10 – 31 posters, with an 

average of 16) of adults discussing a wide range of topics but with a common theme 

throughout. Still, although there were differences noted in the items of solidarity and 

agreement, the percentages of the social-emotional positives as a function area group 

were relatively close—21.4% for the PNGADV group and 20.5% for Bales’ groups. 

Another difference noted is with that of expressions of disagreement. As this is 

the related, and opposite, value to that of agreement discussed above, the causes for 

differences between the Bales’ study and the PNGADV group interactions could be 

the same as in that case. Although this was the only item from the group of negative 

social-emotional responses that fell outside of Bales’ suggested limits, the responses 

from the grouped section were significantly different—5.1%  for the PNGADV group 

versus 13.4% for Bales’ groups. This demonstration of less negative responses from 

the online group interactions may be interpreted as better indications of group 

cohesion and harmony within the PNGADV group. 

When the data is viewed across the other axis, by examining problem type 

groupings, similar distinctions are indicated. The widest range of differences can be 

seen in the problems of decision (codes 3 and 10) with the PNGADV group measures 

of 5% while the Bales’ group measures were 18.8%. The least amount of difference 

was seen in the problems of tension-management (codes 2 and 11) with the PNGADV 

group measures of 9.4% while the Bales’ group measures were 11.7%. 

Other Computer Mediated Communication Studies 

A number of additional researchers have focused on research involving the 

successful application of Bales’ IPA to their own online (virtual) groups (Chou, 2002; 

Fahy, 2006; Finegold & Cooke, 2006; Hiltz, Johnson, & Agle, 1978; Nam, Lyons, 

Hwang, & Kim, 2009). Chou’s 2002 study scrutinized patterns in learner-learner 

interactions in a distance-learning environment in both synchronous and asynchronous 
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systems. His findings indicated suggestions for better online instructional design 

including a focus on techniques for moderating these interactions. There was no 

reporting of the categorical results in this work, however, so I could not compare it to 

the PNGADV group results. The work by Hiltz, Johnson, and Agle took place in 1978, 

prior to the advent of social online computer interactions by a number of years and 

involved a comparison between face-to-face discussions and the use of “this new 

medium” (iii) for computerized conferencing. While the individual codings were made 

available in the work, the extremely small dataset (n=8) made it less than useful as a 

comparative model. In the research by Nam, et al. (2009) the focus of the study was on 

the ways that cultural diversity and communication mode affect the communication 

processes of a team by examining teams of students assigned tasks to complete as a 

group. Conclusions from this study include evidence that homogeneous teams exhibit 

greater levels of communication, particularly socially-oriented communication, but the 

study does not include detailed coding measures and thus could not be used here for 

comparison. 

Fahy’s (2006) work analyzed text transcripts from a 13-week online distance-

delivered graduate course at a Canadian university and included comparisons between 

instructor and student interactions as well as between male and female students. The 

work included a summary of the instructor and student IPA results and was therefore 

available for comparison. The work by Finegold and Cooke (2006) was based on 

postgraduate students enrolled in the study of Information Science and Library and 

Information Studies, using WebCT, at City University in London. Although these 

researchers used a content analysis framework that was modified from Bales’ original 

work, the modifications were largely the result of additions of sub-categories. For 

example, Bales’ category 4—gives suggestion was expanded in the work of Finegold 

and Cooke to include categories 4.1—gives organisational suggestion or direction and 

4.2—gives task suggestion or direction. However, the arrangement of details provided 

in the study allowed for a direct comparison between this work and the others (Figure 

6.1). 
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Figure 6.1 Comparison of studies' individual codings 

 

Three of the four studies—this dissertation, Bales’ face-to-face study, and 

Fahy’s online interaction study—show surprisingly similar results. All three show the 

largest percentage of codings in 5—gives opinion with the second largest percentage 

in 6—gives orientation. The Finegold & Cooke study, on the other hand, shows 

significantly more expressions of orientation (instructions) than any of the others. I 

thought that perhaps this was a function of instructor interactions being included in the 

measures so tried recalculating without those values, but it turns out that the 

percentage of expressions of orientation were even higher when just student 

interactions were included. Two items that stood out in the PNGADV group were 

those of expressions of solidarity and suggestions, both of which ranked higher than in 

Bales’ and Fahy’s studies. Expressions of solidarity in the Finegold & Cooke study, 

however, were even higher. The data points compared were interesting, but also 

complex enough to warrant the decision to reduce the number of categories by 
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viewing them by IPA function area (Figure 6.2) and IPA problem type (Figure 6.3) as 

well.  

 
Figure 6.2 Comparison of studies' function area codings 

 

Looking at all four works using the IPA function area groupings (Figure 6.2) 

revealed that all four are very similar. One difference that was noted in both Fahy and 

Finegold and Cooke was the low appearance of social-emotional negative codings in 

their work as compared to Bales’. Although the findings in my study were also higher 

than the other two, I attributed this to the fact that the PNGADV group was a bona 

fide group operating in a natural, as opposed to a classroom, setting and that topics 

under consideration were not restricted to internal group activities. The PNGADV 

posters were most often responding negatively to people and activities outside of the 

group’s interactions rather than directing those at members of the group.  

Examining all four works using the IPA problem type groupings (Figure 6.3), 

however, revealed some different patterns for comparison. 
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Figure 6.3 Comparison of studies' problem type codings 

  

Comparing the four studies using the IPA problem types (Figure 6.3) revealed, 

once again, a significant difference between the Finegold and Cooke study and the 

others. Students involved in their study’s interactions spent more than half of their 

coded interactions discussing problems of orientation, the overwhelming majority of 

which, as we saw in the individual codings (see Figure 6.1), involved statements rather 

than questions. For the other three studies it was the problem type of evaluation, 

questions and answers involving people’s opinions, which represented the largest 

portion of the interactions.  

Fahy noted in his study that his face-to-face group interactions roughly 

resembled the online communications, but that subtle differences between his and 

Bales’ study were also present. When noting the lack of negative interpersonal 

interaction in his own study Fahy suggested that this may have been the result of the 

instructor’s presence in the interactions. However, my study also displayed smaller 

levels of negative interactions than Bales’ study even though it includes a subset of 

negative feelings directed toward outsiders which makes me question Fahy’s 

explanation. Another of Fahy’s noted differences between his own and Bales’ study 

was the larger number of student opinions in his own group. Again he attributed this to 
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the presence of the instructor in the interactions explaining that the students were 

responding to the instructor’s probing. Once again, however, my group also exhibited 

a greater percentage of opinions being expressed than in Bales’ study but without the 

presences of an instructor or the prompting of a moderator. In my study, I attribute this 

to the nature of social interaction as well as the common group identity and meanings 

as the PNGADV group members, especially considering the fact that the Fahy study 

exhibits the largest percentage of questions asking for others’ opinions of all four 

studies, a fact visible in the spike in problems of evaluation in Figure 6.2. 

One of the findings in Finegold and Cooke’s study indicates that the presence 

of group member “participation, collegiality, and familiarity among group members” 

(p. 214) could result in overcoming barriers to progress. I find this an interesting 

conclusion especially since their study had the highest percentage of expressions of 

solidarity of all four studies. In the PNGADV group, with the exception of a handful 

of group administrators, participation in group discussions appeared to be random or 

“spotty”; group members were, for the most part, not colleagues; and group members 

exhibited a wide range of “familiarity” with each other, and with the topics being 

discussed. And yet the PNGADV group showed the second largest percentage of 

expressions of solidarity of the four groups. I suggest that it is actually the lack of 

familiarity that encourages online expressions of support and encouragement and that 

prompts members to ask more questions and provide more information than they 

would in a group consisting of strong-tie connections. 

PNGADV as a Discourse Community 

In a case study of composition tasks at an institutional site, Anne Beaufort 

(1997) defines discourse communities as “that mid-space, beyond the level of 

immediate rhetorical context but not as broad as entire cultures” (p. 487). John Swales 

(1987, 1990) proposes six defining characteristics as being necessary in defining a 

group as a discourse community. Evidence of all of six of these characteristics are 

provided by the PNGADV group: 
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1. “A discourse community has a broadly agreed set of common public goals” 

(1990, p. 24). 

It appears that in the beginning of its existence, and long before it exhibited all 

of the characteristics of a discourse community, the PNGADV group operated from a 

set of tacit goals, that of giving members a place to share frustrations and engage in 

meaningful discussion about the problems of domestic violence in PNG. Once the 

membership began to grow and individuals began to take on positions of leadership 

and/or those of handling administrative duties for the group, more explicit and 

documented goals emerged. The “About” section24 for the group contains this excerpt: 

“Everyone in Papua New Guinean [sic] knows of someone who has been a victim of 

domestic violence and other forms of abuse. This group is for both women and men 

who suffer from domestic violence (physical, verbal or psychological). To all Papua 

New Guineans: SPEAK OUT AND MAKE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HISTORY.”  

On a “pinned post,” a Facebook feature that allows group admins to ensure a 

specific post maintains a position at the top of the group page, there are also a set of 

group guidelines located near the bottom of the post outlining both what “this group IS 

for” and what “this group is NOT for” (see Figure 6.4). 

                                                 
24 This section is not on a separate page; members/visitors must click on the “See More” link on the 

group page in order to see the full information. 

<https://www.facebook.com/groups/nodomesticviolencepng/> 
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Figure 6.4: PNGADV group guidelines 

Although the guidelines and group norms are fairly standardized, this does not 

mean they do not change over time. For example, during the period that I collected 

data from the group interactions, there were a large number of posts that said, 

basically, “Thanks for adding me to the group.” Sometime later the admins realized 

the online space was being cluttered up a bit with these less-than-meaningful 

pleasantries, so they responded by creating a “house rule” about these items, posted in 

a section of the pinned post, that states, “Messages of ‘thanks for approval’ etc will be 

seen and appreciated by Admins, but won’t be posted to the Group feed.” 

2. “A discourse community has mechanisms of intercommunication among 

its members” (1990, p. 25). 

Because the PNGADV group is an interactive social media group, the primary 

means of intercommunication is the posting of new message threads, and the 

commenting on existing threads, in the group forum. Although the group is an “open” 

group and anyone can visit and read the posts, comments are also moderated and posts 

must be approved by one of the group administrators before being shared with the rest 

of the group. Because of the nature of the group, however, some measures for assuring 

communication paths during emergency situations have also been established. A 
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section note that appears in the pinned post states, “BECAUSE Admins have to 

approve posts: if it’s 2am and you’re in trouble, you may not have time to wait for one 

of us to wake up… Please use the numbers below.” The section then goes on to list 

emergency numbers in three different areas, POM, Lae, and Wewak. These emergency 

contact numbers can also be found in the “About” section of the group page. 

3. “A discourse community uses its participatory mechanisms primarily to 

provide information and feedback” (1990, p. 26). 

The nature of social media allows us to assume, with some level of confidence, 

that the members of the community are regularly engaged in providing information 

and exchanging feedback. But just as owning a magazine subscription does not imply 

that the subscriber is actually reading the magazine or that information is actually 

being exchanged, membership in the PNGADV group does not imply that all of the 

current 19,000 plus members are actually involved in group discourse. On the other 

hand, a certain level of posting of status updates and commenting is also not a 

definitive indicator of how many of the posts are actually being read. Many group 

members, including some of the admins, may be regular consumers of the group’s 

produced interactions and may also be active in other ways outside of these public 

exchanges but still within the borders of discourse group activities without being 

prolific or regular producers of content. For example, one of the group admins, John, 

only participated in 25 group interactions over the six-month period by posting (7 

times) a message or commenting on (18 times) other posts. Even though he is the least 

prolific poster of all of the admins, he still, presumably, provides some kind of service 

to the group as a member of the small subset (10 members) of group administrators. 

Other members are much more involved in the actual posted discourse of the group. 

Of the top 10 posters, 7 of them are admins and together account for 2,975 

posts/comments (39.7%) over the 6-month period leaving 60.3% of the total 

posts/comments during this period that were provided by other, non-admin, group 

members. Swales states that, “…the discourse community survives by providing 

information and feedback, even if that information is itself used for various purposes” 
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(1987, p. 5). This dissertation explored a number of these “various purposes” in the 

following sections of data analysis as well as in the conclusion. 

4. “A discourse community utilizes and hence possesses one or more genres 

in the communicative furtherance of its aims” (1990, p. 26). 

Swales briefly defines genre analysis as “a means of studying spoken and 

written discourse for applied ends. In particular, it tries to show that a genre-centered 

approach offers a workable way of making sense of the myriad communicative events 

that occur…” (Swales, 1990, p. 1). Of course, his comments were aimed very 

particularly at the devising of, and participating in, English academic courses rather 

than online group interactions. The definition of genre provided by Swales states:  

Genres themselves are classes of communicative events which typically 

possess features of stability, name recognition and so on. Genre-type 

communicative events (and perhaps others) consist of texts themselves 

(spoken, written, or a combination) plus encoding and decoding procedures as 

moderated by genre-related aspects of text-role and text-environment. (1990, p. 

9) 

In the data analysis sections to follow I demonstrate these genres in the 

PNGADV group more thoroughly paying particular attention to how the genre relates 

to the group’s identity, norms, and intended purpose. 

5. “In addition to owning genres, a discourse community has acquired some 

specific lexis.” (1990, p. 26). 

Proof of development of group-particular lexis is perhaps the most challenging 

of Swales’ requirement of six characteristics to meet in examining the top 16 posts. 

Part of this stems from the fact that the member community is so diverse making 

translation, definition, and term clarification a somewhat significant portion of the 

discourse that occurs in relation to terminology usage. However, there is some 

evidence of jargon that is particular to the topic of domestic violence if not to the 

specific PNGADV group, and there are also instances where group members work 

together, or coach each other, on establishing group lexis. In the P02 discussion about 

registering the PNGADV group, for example, one member explains:  
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there are Family and Sexual Violence Committees (FSVACs) in every 

province and partner bodies …like Family Voice in EHP [naturally understood 

by all members to be Eastern Highlands Province] (and sometime other 

affiliated and national bodies – like Coalition for Change), etc. [The] team at 

FSVAC (the supportive national body) can give contacts for the various local 

and national partner organisations involved in awareness, advocacy, running 

family suffort centres and safehouses, males against violence,,,etc… (Chris) 

In the entire corpus of top 16 posts, the term “DV” appeared 106 times, 

“GBV” appeared 3 times, “FSV” appeared 6 times, and “FSVAC” appeared 11 times, 

all indications that there was at least some understanding by many of the members of 

the language and organizations involved in discussions of domestic violence issues. 

6. “A discourse community has a threshold level of members with a suitable 

degree of relevant content and discoursal expertise.”  (1990, p. 27). 

Using the database created for this research to examine the most prolific 

posters in the top 16 group (see Table 6.2) was a good place to start, but a deeper 

examination of the interactions of the top two posters, Tena and Nancy, was a useful 

follow-up exercise. 

Table 6.2 Top posters in top 16 conversations 

Poster Count of Top 16 Posts Percent of Top 16 Posts (p=1,029) 

Tena 197 19.1% 

Nancy 88 8.6% 

Tanya 48 4.7% 

Tom 48 4.7% 

Betty 31 3.0% 

Rose 28 2.7% 

Angela 26 2.5% 

Mel 26 2.5% 

Nathan 26 2.5% 

Isaac 21 2.0% 

 

Top Poster—Tena 

Of the top 16 conversations, the only discussion that did not include comments 

from Tena was P14. Most of Tena’s posts indicated her habits included reaching out to 

individuals and addressing them specifically, making sure to interact with a number of 

different posters, and participating heavily in most conversations. Tena also had a 

tendency to address two different groups of people in two slightly different ways in 
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her conversations, although both types involved inclusive and specific discourse 

habits. 

First, Tena regularly engaged in discourse that seemed aimed at building up the 

credibility and encouraging support of other group administrators and expats with 

professional roles in the community. 

Ian, it is absolutely WONDERFUL to know that there are others like you and 

Peter out there in the police force. (Tena, P01) 

Nancy [Admin] and Tanya [Admin], where would we be without you! (Tena, 

P07) 

Samuel, Jay is the only churchman to have joined us so far and I thank him for 

that. We have all heard about terrible DV perpetrated by pastors, even in front 

of their parishioners, and I think that having Jay with us is important for those 

people who have the same approach to Christianity as he does. (Tena, P05) 

Mel [practicing attorney], what you are witnessing is a group that is maturing 

and growing together. It was started by Nancy [Admin] and others for one 

severely abused woman, and has grown to this. I am full of admiration for 

Nancy in particular, because she has never faltered in her strong leadership 

despite severe family health problems to take her attention. (Tena, P01) 

Second, Tena encouraged, complimented, supported, and asked questions 

designed to engage other less-known group members in conversation. As an expat 

who no longer lived in PNG, Tena’s connections to the group were largely online 

interactions only. She occasionally made mistakes when addressing a poster she was 

unfamiliar with but seemed to expend a lot of effort in strengthening group member 

connections. 

I think two extremely important points have been made here. One is from 

Nathan, about the traditional culture and I agree that we need to collect and 

record these stories so we can get people to question their current beliefs. If 

Nathan knows stories like this, so will others. Let’s ask people to give us their 

stories of the culture of their villages and areas. The second point is from Rose, 

about the place of religion in creating and maintaining this cruel patriarchal 

belief. Fortunately we have Jay [local pastor] with us now, who may be able to 
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provide a role model for other clergy by his refusal to live by such notions. 

(Tena, P02) 

Toni, everything Nancy says is true. We are with you all the way, but you have 

to play your part too. (Tena, P15) 

Gideon [Admin], thank you so much for taking Toni under your wing. Toni, 

I'm really, really glad you have found us. This kind of support is what we love 

to give to people who have been abused and you are more than welcome to all 

we can do to help you through this. We'll be waiting to hear from you 

tomorrow. (Tena, P15) 

Tena: Eric, that must have been horrible for you and your workmates. I hope 

you are OK. If not, we can refer you to a counsellor, or you can inbox me to 

talk. Did you  inform the police? 

In conversation P11, Tena interacted with a single person only and these 

interactions were the largest group of discussions in the thread. In conversation P13, 

Tena again engaged primarily with a single person rather than following her typical 

habit of engaging multiple group members in conversation. Conversation P11 opened 

with Isaac asking, “Why do women cheat wit their husband n sleep wit ada men,I 

mean having affairs.” The conversation went on for a while (33 comments) before 

Tena joined in. When she joined, she began by saying, “Isaac, you've just had a 

trouncing from everyone here, and if I had seen this thread sooner, you'd have had one 

from me as well, because I agree that it is not a man's place to 'discipline' his wife. 

This is a crime, as it should be.” She then went on to note that Isaac’s later comments 

showed that in spite of his angry original post, he seemed to be willing to listen to 

other’s comments. She explained to Isaac, “On this page, we might bag you from time 

to time, but we'll ALWAYS support you if you are sincerely trying to change yourself. 

You are amongst friends while you go through this process.” The conversation went 

back and forth between Isaac and Tena for a while and included a series of interactions 

when Tena wished Isaac a good night and he insinuated she was interested in 

something more than friendship. Although some of the other members took small 

offence to this, Isaac claimed it was a joke and Tena took it in stride. She later 

explained, “If you lived closer I'd give you a massive hug because you are one of 
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those rare and lovely men who is willing to look at himself and make a change. I'm a 

woman, old enough to be your grandmother, who has survived domestic violence, and 

honestly, I feel as proud of you as if you were my own grandson.” So while the 

conversation in P11 was more of an interaction between Tena and Isaac, it still seemed 

to be in keeping with her unofficial role of providing support and guidance to group 

members; it was merely focused on a single poster in need of help. 

Conversation P13 began with a long post by one of the group’s admins, Tom, 

about the dangers of pornography. In it, Tom made some statements that were typical 

of rhetoric by religious groups in PNG.  

The problem with pornography is that those who watch it want to view more of 

it. (Tom, P13) 

The reality is that pornography often leads to sex related offences or crimes. 

(Tom, P13) 

Rape and prostitution as well as sexual abuse of children all increase when 

pornography is widely available. (Tom, P13) 

As man becomes more addicted to pornography he is more inclined to 

experiment with deferent forms of sexual behavior, some of which may be 

disgusting to his wife. (Tom, P13) 

When King David saw Bathsheba bathing, he didn't turn away(2 Samuel 11 ). 

He like what he saw and he kept on staring. It led to the biggest mistake of his 

life, including an extra marital affair as well as conspiracy the woman's 

husband. (Tom, P13) 

When the conversation got a bit heated, Tena stepped in with an attempt at 

calming things down just a bit on a couple of occasions without actually stepping 

between those arguing the points. Interestingly, several of the members engaged in 

heated conversation were group administrators (Tom, Lucy, Angela, Sharon). 
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Good for you, Tom. In my experience, only inadequate men turn to porn. Men 

who are grown up and emotionally healthy simply aren't interested, God bless 

them. (Tena, P13) 

This energetic debate is yet another excellent thing you have started, Tom. I 

know that Lucy does not approve of porn in amy way, she just 

expressesmherself differently. (Tena, P13) 

Sharon, thank you for your calming and caring sentiments, beautifully 

expressed. You have many great gifts and one of them is the ability to cut 

through to the core of an issue while not alienating any of the participants in a 

discussion. (Tena, P13) 

The information provided by the threaded discussions and prompted by an 

examination of Tena’s conversation flows demonstrated strong clues to Tena’s role in 

the group. Tena’s individual characteristics—her tendency to engage, support, 

compliment, explain, and even challenge other’s views on occasion—worked to 

establish her in a people-oriented role for the group of welcoming, supporting, and 

encouraging others. 

Top Poster—Nancy 

Another member of the top posters was Nancy. Viewed by many as the 

primary administrator for the group, and the person responsible for the group’s 

existence, Nancy was the second most prolific poster in the group. Conversation P08 

was the only one of the top 16 that did not contain any comments from, or directed to, 

Nancy. 

Some of Nancy’s comments resembled those of Tena and appeared to be 

attempts to engage a number of members in discussion. Others, however, seemed to be 

much more limited in scope and reach, appearing to be proof that she was actually 

participating in the conversations because of personal interest without feeling the need 

to drive or engage more heavily in the discourse. P11 and P16 appeared to engage in 
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more in-depth conversation with a single poster, while in P12, Nancy posted all her 

comments to the group at large. 

As was true in the case of Tena engaging in conversation with Isaac in P11, 

Nancy began by explaining to him, in strong and clear terms, the view of the group in 

regard to what she termed “bullying.” 

Isaac. The fact is simply this; no man has the right to "discipline" his wife with 

violence. The correct word for this situation is "bullying"; where a person of 

greater physical strength uses it to subdue and control one with lesser physical 

strength. It is cowardly and wrong. It shows lack of self-control and lack of 

intelligence. (Nancy, P11) 

Later in the conversation, Isaac showed signs of changing his attitude—

“Thankyou All for the Challenging thoughts,I think Iam now ready to start a Brand 

New Life:)”—and Nancy responded with supporting words, “That's good to hear 

Isaac. Respect is a two-way street. Usually if you respect your partner and treat her 

with love and tenderness; that will bring out the softness in her as well.” When Jason 

asked another member to inform one of the PNGADV members who is also a police 

officer of the planned meeting, Nancy jumped in to help. “I’ll tag him for you Jason. 

Commander Peter, are you able to help Jason out with this or send someone from your 

office to attend and give some advice.” And when Jason (a schoolteacher) explained 

his plan to expand the efforts via the network of other area schools Nancy responded 

by showing her full support of the initiative. 

Fabulous Jason! Well when we get our Workshops up and running flat-out 

we'll have tocome into the schools and help at at that level. It is very inportant 

that Educationists have the skills and knowledge to share good values with 

students and help them when they need it. Once again; fabulous! Wish I was in 

Moresby tomorrow....I'd be in the front row at that meeting :) (Nancy, P11) 

In P16, Jason announced to the group that he wanted help with starting a 

citizens’ watch group. Although this action was not part of the PNGADV group 

activities it was well received by the group and messages of support from Nancy and 

other members of the group were expressed. “Thank you for your action and heart!”, 

“you have PG women and men right behind you,” and “awesome job you are doing 

Jason” were all expressed by Nancy in the posts. 
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P12 was a thread that was started by Nancy and involved a copy of a recent 

newspaper report about a policemen brutally murdering his wife. Nancy opened the 

thread with, “It is with great sadness and disgust that I report losing yet another PNG 

sister. We must STOP this.” Except for a few brief comments and one call to action, 

Nancy stayed out of the resultant conversation and allowed others to have their say. 

Her call to action stated: 

We are going to get the Govt to fund Angela’s violence program I am more 

determined than ever. We just have to do it and start it before the end of 2012. 

Let’s get it and do it before all our women are 6 food under the ground. Inap 

nau [enough of this]. (Nancy, P12) 

The other threads started by Nancy in this top group of conversations included 

P02, where she announced the need for a formal committee, P07, where she described 

planned activities for the first committee meeting, and P09, where she reported 

another murder of a wife by her husband. All of these conversations included 

examples of Nancy’s action oriented team leader role. 

OK. Let’s do it. Michael can you link me to someone who can provide a 

constitution. Members; start writing down what our aims should cover and 

how best to achieve them. (Nancy, P02) 

We have an on-line conference room for PNGADV Leah and we will be 

posting up our progress on this page as well so that everyone knows where we 

are up to. I’d really like to get quality documents into our document file on this 

page; as they get lost in the threads on the main body of the page. (Nancy, P02) 

We would like you to consider being the “Executive Chaplain” for PNGADV 

Jay. We really need a genuine Man of God to turn to for spiritual advice for 

our members. (Nancy, P07) 

ONE of the many things PNGADV would like to lobby to have introduced is 

Trauma Counselling for Police Officers. You are human beings and must 

suffer dreadful trauma from what you witness in your work. (Nancy, P09) 
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There were also a few examples of Nancy providing positive support to other 

members in a general way, but overwhelmingly, her input in the conversations were 

most often aimed at eliciting an active response of some kind from group members. So 

while Tena’s group role was one of providing support and encouraging interaction, in 

a people-oriented role, Nancy’s was more of encouraging active participation and 

prompting others to act in a more action-oriented team role. 

Meaning-making and Cultural Behaviors 

Janice Lauer (2004) describes signifying practices as those means by which a 

community produces and analyzes meaning and describes these as “inventional 

strategies that are typical of particular peoples and communities” (p. 10). Because of 

this relationship to “particular peoples and communities,” the term refers to the highly 

cultural practices involved in the ways that people “fashion their subjectivities and 

interpret experiences.” Signifying practices are not merely reviews of cultural 

elements but rather explorations of how those elements serve to create and interpret 

meanings. 

Although cultural impacts to the discussions taking place within the PNGADV 

postings were explored throughout this dissertation, there were a few very specific 

cultural practices that continued to impact negotiated meanings within the discourse. 

One of these is the widespread practice of bride wealth, or bride price, which is 

familiar to all Papua New Guineans whether or not they are from a tribe that practices 

the custom. A second custom is polygyny, again familiar to all even though the 

practice is somewhat limited in the country. The third cultural topic involves the more 

nebulous issues of women’s place in PNG society. 

Bride Price 

The issue of bride price was brought up at least once in 5 of the top 16 (31.3%) 

conversations even though the conversations themselves covered a wide range of 

topics. In all of these instances, the bride price discussion was presented showing 

some kind of relationship between the practice of bride price and gender based 

violence. Leah was the one who brought up the topic in P02. 
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I personally think that bride price is also major contributing factor to violence 

becoming a norm. If the bride price is made..women have no way out but to 

accept all forms of violence. SOme of our cultures are good, some are 

bad..however all in all, culture is not static..we should advocate to keep our 

good cultures.. (Leah, P02) 

In this passage Leah was accepting the practice as a cultural norm for many in 

PNG (and thus, by extension, for members of the PNGADV group) but also 

challenging the validity of the norm. Tanya responded, “@Leah: I find the bride price 

issue quite confronting as well,” then went on to discuss her niece’s bride price 

experience (conversation shared previously). Tanya finished out her example by 

describing bride price as something that can “trap” women and called the impact on a 

woman not being able to leave the marriage because of bride price “a form of 

socioeconomic bondage.” When Tena explained what she calls “the way Islam would 

work,” she pointed out that “it works better than the bride price or dowry systems of 

PNG and the Indian sub-continent.” Leah responded with some mixed messages about 

the practice. 

bride price is part of our culture and his our identity..as many people claim it to 

be, so the practice is good. I come from the highlands and from stories told to 

me from my Grand parents, mum and dad, bride price traditional was a 

ceremony showing appreciation to the brides family and also the bond between 

two families. Today its all about money and Cars and houses, I don't see the 

cultural significant. If we claim it to be our culture, then we should still use our 

cultural money like kina shell, tabu, foods and pig and what not. Then it would 

be truly a cultural practice. The inclusion or modern monetary has added the 

price tag on a women. Susan you are right about women being proud of the 

amount of money being paid on the. Its part of their status in the community as 

bigname is also a big deal in our culture. (Leah, P02) 

 Rose joined the conversation then pointing to both the historical context and 

the current day relationship to domestic violence. 

Bride Price traditionally was quite Ok..before that was just pig,armshells,pig 

tasks etc...now bride price has turned into a commercial enterprise.. i guess it 

has become part of our economic system which is a big major problem in our 

society driving people crazy with all these DV issues going… (Rose, P02) 
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The conversation between Rose and Leah continued with both pointing to what 

was, in their view, the honorable and meaningful origins of the practice, and lamenting 

about the current day degradation of the practice. Both also continued to make 

connections between the practice and its impact on “violent marriages” and gender 

based violence. 

In conversations P04, P12, and P14 the topic was mentioned only in passing, 

when Peter grouped “men having to pay ridiculous bride prices” in with a list of other 

social ills in PNG (P04), when Tanya mentioned (P12) how cultural change in 

institutions in PNG could “ripple out [to] other things (bride price?) [that] WILL 

change with it,” and when Nicole (P14) said, “I do believe that majority in PNG have 

not taken steps to overcome DV. I do believe that due to bride price mentality men's 

think it is their ‘right’ to do what the want to cos he owns his wife.” 

In conversation P06, Victor mentioned bride price in his original post when he 

asked “is there any law to abolish bride price ceremony thing and give more freedom 

to woman?” Tena later responded by praising Victor for raising the issue of bride 

price. “Why, indeed, does a woman need to be bought?” she asked. “She is not a pair 

of socks or a car. It would be a good law to bring in, to outlaw the bride price.” Tanya 

entered the conversation and mentioned bride price as something that contributes to a 

woman being “trapped.” Gideon took a different view, however, when he stated,  

To pay bride price a man does not have the ownership of the women – it is an 

act of gratitude and appreciation because the wife will be now living with the 

husband’s family…we are not BOUGHT, something we need to clarify but if 

people are misinterpreting the purpose of bride price by thinking they are 

owning the women and do whatever they want with her and even cheating on 

her..than we need to do something about it through legislation.. (Gideon, P06) 

Nicole took a strong stand on the other side of the issue when she stated, 

“Abolish bride price then this will eliminate the thought of ‘ownership’. If we are a 

Christian Country, why not get married in the eyes of the Church????” Tena, 

misunderstanding Nicole’s point responded to this by asking, “Nicole, do you mean 

that if a man pays bride price, that is considered a marriage?” Back in the conversation 

again Victor suggested, “PNG is made more than 700 cultural norms and not all the 
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cultures are the same. I think,from my perspective, is to do away with a bride price 

ceremonies and emphasis more on the rights of the family.” 

At this point, the P06 conversation shifted somewhat when one member, 

Jimmy, asked for the group’s opinion on his own bride price situation. “My wife's 

from NIP [New Ireland Province],” he explained, “n my tambus are waitng [and my 

in-laws are waiting] for me to pay bride price 'baim sem'b4 it was shell moni, nw, its 

hard cash,shud I? [back in the time before it was shell money, now it’s hard cash. 

Should I?]” Tena suggested a change in tradition when she asked, “if you must pay 

bride price, can you pay it into an account for your wife, in her name?” The 

conversation continued in this way through a string of comments (16) debating the 

pros and cons of the practice as well as some other options that could be exercised. 

Two other posters, Lisa and Mel, shared their comments before Jimmy brought the 

topic to a close. 

When my step father and his family from Rigo came to pay bride price to my 

mother and her parents...My granparents kindly refused the money and told 

them to take their money back and in return they wanted to see their daughter 

happy and see her every year or whenever they wanted too...And didn't want 

her too be mistreated especially bashed...Because my granparents have 

seen/heard woman been mistreated, bashed with the term, I paid bride price so 

i can treat you anyway I like...I hope the govement of today looks into this 

because it is very very important issue where a lot of people esp woman are 

suffering and losing their lives… (Lisa, P06) 

Steeped in culture......points well made about showing respect for the bride and 

her family as well as the groom being excepted and initiated into the family - 

that is PNG culture.....if it is expected, pay it as down the line could be many 

years of unrest and unhappiness as the bride's family pressure the groom for 

the 'bride price'! This is a dying tradition/generation I feel, with the younger 

generation now able to take a more educated view on the buying and selling of 

wives like chattel. It is not really the value put on a human life/wife but more 

appreciation to the girl's family....sadly though this practice of money changing 

hands leads to a mindset of ownership and entitlement from both groom (wife I 

paid for and now own) bride's family (daughter I raised and must be 

recompensed for)...... Jimmy, I feel for you but you seem so eloquent and 

sensible about this; and I know you will make the right decision for everyone 

involved.....I will pray for you that the right decision will be made! Thoughts 

and prayers to you and your family. (Mel, P06) 
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Thanks all, iam very encourged for all your words of wisdom, whatevr i do, i 

wil keep you all posted, God bless u all.. (Jimmy, P06) 

This topic alone is a great example of Donal Carbaugh’s (1990) discussion of 

three “fundamental problems” (p. 5) of cultural understanding of communication. In 

this topic of bride price in PNG the members of the group, perhaps with the exception 

of Tena, shared a similar view of the full topic indicating their shared identity. The 

second problem—that of common meaning—was demonstrated by the group 

members’ ability to discuss the topic thoroughly, making and taking points on 

different sides of the issue while still maintaining the group member right to take 

different views while still agreeing on the central concepts in the issue. The final 

problem—dialectical tension—was demonstrated in the balanced discussions with 

group members calling for reforms while supporting the traditional meanings and with 

the group, in general, allowing for different positioning of individuals on the issue 

without compromising the integrity of the group identity.   

Polygyny 

Merriam-Webster defines the term “polygamy” as “the state or practice of 

being married to more than one person at the same time,” but it is, more accurately, 

the practice of “polygyny,” or “the state or practice of having more than one wife or 

female mate at a time,” that is allowed by custom and by law in PNG. However, the 

practice is generally referred to as “polygamy” in common usage and is, therefore, the 

term I will use to refer to it in this section. 

Only two of the top 16 conversations contained elements discussing the 

cultural practice of polygamy, P14 and P06. In the discussion about exposing election 

candidates who have committed domestic violence Sam made his views known.  

PNG should make it as a constitution or a standardized law for the candidates 

to be screened before allowing them to contest; such as people with criminal 

record, practicing polygamy or involved in violence should be disqualified to 

contest...those are some causes of corruption in PNG and will never stop unless 

it is constitiutionalized... (Sam, P16) 
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Debra responded with mild disagreement saying, “Ooops Sam, let's not 

confuse legal with moral states here. Polygamy is still customarily allowed and I for 

one have known happy polygamous marriages in PNG.” Later in the conversation, 

Nicole made a reference to “bride price mentality” and followed up with the comment, 

“Whilst on that note I also think polygamy in this day n age is being misued. In our 

tumbunas [ancestors’] days yes it was valid for many reasons but now a days this 

custom is being used for the wrong reasons and I don't think I need to spell this out.”  

In conversation P06 Nancy had an emotional response to the original post and 

in her response equated cheating with polygamy. 

What would these same men do if the wife treated them this way when they 

committed adultery. Seems to me the men who do this to their wives are 

cheaters or polygamists themselves. Stinking rotten hypocrits who think it's 

OK for them to get more; but not for the Mrs. Ignorant fools is all one can say 

for them. They think they are the only one in the marriage that is human!!!! 

(Nancy, P06) 

Gideon, who seemed to support the practice of bride price in his previous 

comment provided a much different view of polygamy in the same posting. 

Polygamy is an act of adulterous (men use that bad cultural practice) 

power/excuse to marry as many women as they please or get involve in other 

affairs besides their wives.. but if a women does that, they belt the day lights of 

her..even her wantoks encourages for her to be beaten.. (Gideon, P06) 

There were a few other references to polygamy in the entire 6-month corpus of 

texts (16 different posts/comments in all) but most contained the same sentiments. 

Polygamy is widely practiced in the highlands provinces, but is not as common in the 

rest of the country. So it is likely that the negative view of the practice by the 

PNGADV group included some elements of cultural “othering” as the representation 

of highlanders in the entire group membership was 42 out of 846 (4.96%). As a 

cultural side note, because my work in PNG involved a lot of interaction with 

highlanders, I was actually surprised to find this consistently negative view of 
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polygamy within the PNGADV group. In my own experience there were many PNG 

nationals, both male and female, who seemed quite content with the practice. 

Women’s Place in PNG Society 

In conversation P02, Nathan shared a lovely story of reverence and respect for 

women from his own culture. 

After having heard stories told by my father, it would appear that the Keakalo 

culture along the Aroma Coast, Abau District, Central province had such a 

reverance for women that a keakalo womens power/respect could and did spare 

mens lives when there were physical confrontations amongst Keakalo men. 

Once a Keakalo woman used her body to physicaly shield a male, the opponent 

male were bound by culture to cease any further attack. Interestingly enough, 

this tradition is no longer observed. Just my little bit of sharing for the mo. 

Night and bless you all. (Nathan, P02) 

Nathan added to his recollection, and interpretation, just a bit when he 

continued the story a little later in the conversation. 

I am quite baffled at todays non existance of these traditional practises. As a 

matter of fact, it was the involvement eof women and children during a war 

amongst the Maopa people of Aroma and Rigo Village of Ganimarupu 

sometime in the late 1800's that played a crucial role in saving the entire 

Maopa village from being wiped of the face of earth. This is factual history 

known to all people of Aroma heritage. So if these women and children had 

that courage to stand by their menfolk back then, where have us men erred 

along the way in losing that type of respect and love for our women folk? Just 

thinking out aloud… (Nathan, P02) 

These lovely stories about the cultural heritage of women in different tribal 

groups were, however, the exception rather than the rule. Also, in conversation P02 

Tena asked, “What is driving the male view that violence in families is normal?” to 

which Nancy responded: 

Tena; that is a question with complex answers. The driving force behind men 

believing that spousal abuse and child abuse is "discipline" comes down to 

environmental behaviour backed up by a religious belief that male domination 

is God's law......that may be controversial but that is how I honestly see it. 

Whilst PNG is culturally a male dominated society in general; in it's purity it 

never involved cruelty to women and children. (Nancy, P02) 
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A comment was made by Leah about abuse victims that also seemed to be an 

expression of the accepted view about the state of women in PNG society when she 

said, “Im suprised even the Police send women home after they have been based up by 

their husbands. Em marit prollem, go stretim lo haus. [It’s a marriage problem, go on 

home.]” 

Conversation P04 started with Tena expressing her displeasure over the lack of 

leadership in the group by PNG nationals. Peter was the first to respond and said, “the 

bottom line is the population is unaware/uneducated on thier rights and poverty is 

anoher underlying force that drive our young women into abusive relationship.”  

In conversation P06 the view that Victor presented of women in PNG was 

much more negative and later, more subordinate. 

I have seen these nuisances habits bcoz of husbands knowingly find out about 

their wives hit-and-hide games, husband have harmed them because they have 

bought them. Most women do not wear their marriages hats when some men 

offer them huge slots of cash. (Victor, P06) 

Off course, I have also seen women murdering their husbands and face the 

law.I can honestly tell you , as a husband and a father of three (3) kids, not all 

violence in the family are caused by husbands/men, the law seems to be biased 

on women. (Victor, P06) 

For others, women are war-horses, sneaking out and end up with other men in 

the nightclubs arriving home early in the morning with stinky alcohol smells. 

(Victor, P06) 

@Michael, in most patrimonial societies, women are bought with worth full 

things. When men bought women automatically women became subjects to 

men, in the form of rearing kids, looking after pigs etc. (Victor, P06) 

Josie responded to one of Victor’s posts by admitting that while there are 

women who are violent to their male partners, the percentages are low. “Man and the 
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patrical system rule,” she said, “Would love to see the real PNG figures on situations 

like this.” She went on with what she presented as an example from PNG culture. 

My guess and its only antidotal evidence, would be, man kills wife and runs to 

the hills, police may catch him months later, he gives a sob story and never 

charged. WOman kills husband, and she stays to look after the kids, police take 

her into custody and she is charged regardless of the life she has put up with 

for so many years. Is PNG culture that a mans life is worth more than a 

woman's? Unfortunately sometimes I feel that. (Josie, P06) 

Estella bolstered Josie’s arguments by writing:  

Culture defines most gender roles and conditions men and women to react the 

way they do. With all the examples listed above, we can say that PNG culture 

and gender roles promote male superiority. Men and women have been 

conditioned to believe this for generations thus violence is entrenched and 

considered as acceptable by both men and women. (Estella, P06) 

Nicole also provided an example and brought some cultural views about the 

highlanders into the conversation as well. 

My comments are where I have been present and hear the words "mi baim em 

so mi ken workim lo like blo mi" . [I bought her so I can work her like I want 

since she belongs to me.] I'm just saying what happens then???? The poor 

women suffers in silence and in the Highlanders case she is in the husbands 

village and she just suffers in silence cos who can she turn to? (Nicole, P06) 

When the conversation changed to the topic of Jimmy and his question to the 

group about whether or not he should pay a bride price for his wife, he also provided 

some cultural insight to the expectations of her people when losing a daughter in 

marriage as well as his role as being “accepted” into the clan. He started by explaining 

that he was willing to pay in order to show his appreciation to her parents and to 

demonstrate how valuable she was to him but pointed out that this would not 

constitute ownership on his part. When Tena offered some suggestions for alternative 

actions Jimmy responded that those options were not open to him if he wanted to be 

accepted by their clan. He stated, “Inother words, i hav no value to them if i dn't go 

thru this ceremony, how wud i deal wit them?i wil not be respectd,n valued,” a 

description that goes a long way in explaining the complexities between the roles and 

actions of both men and women in PNG society. 
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Discussion P11, which started with Isaac asking why it is that women cheat, 

also provided a forum for Isaac to present a negative view of women. Isaac addressed 

the men in the group with some strong opinions about what he thought of women in 

PNG. “To all men out there every women is not TRUSTED these days,” he began. 

“Coz if u marry 1,she will still wit anada men apart from You when u r away!! 

[Because if you marry one she will go with another man besides you when you are 

away!!]”  

Post P09 examined the place of women in PNG society and highlighted the 

lack of police protection in a number of emotional posts. 

what else can we do ? the poor woman WENT to the police , with her child 

and stayed the NIGHT there - and they let her walk home by herself – no visit 

to the man by the police to have a talk with him and shine a spotlight on his 

behaviour so maybe, just maybe - he would be too shamed or embarrassed to 

do it again - no they let her walk home with her child - man is free to do as he 

pleases - and he kills her in broad daylight - in front of the child. dead woman 

but they cant even find the man who is known to all. yeah right. so so so sik of 

this over and over and over - so much awareness and money and time at 

talkfests spent on this and no change. so many UN special sombodies telling us 

every 5 years that there is a domestic violence problem - like we don’t know 

??? nothing changes - strike that - things have changed in the last 20 years - it 

is just getting worse aand worse and worse. (Valerie, P09) 

What is even worse, is the total lack of interest shown by PNG leaders and 

even the people. It is just becoming more and more accepted as the whole 

nation gets more and more desensitised to it. I was involved in a discussion 

this week where numerous people (men and women) were supporting parents 

punching and kicking their small children as being within the scope of 

"discipline"! (Nancy, P09) 

If you go to a police station for help and you do not get the assistance or the 

attention you require and get killed approximately 60 metres from where you 

sought refuge. sigh the pain of this unnecessary loss is simply too much for me 

to imagine. (Tara, P09) 

In a similar thread, P12, more concerns about the lack of protection for women 

in PNG were aired. “What is bloody wrong with our Police Force??” asked Andrew. 
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“I thought the story of Simon Bernard was going to hammer some sense into the boys 

in blue but here we go again....” Michelle also had some strong sentiments to share. 

Tanya, we both would agree that such a man should not hold the post he 

has;doesnt PNG police constibulary recognise this?He has a record,bad 

record,he  should have been dismissed a long time ago.It seems police 

themselves do not under the whole issue of DV themselves.If they dont 

then,PNG we are in a bad way.We need to get out on the street each time such 

horrible and murderous crimes are commited and the politicians,and 

bureaucrates and others in the society in PNG should and must take note and 

do all they can to help the defenceless .OMG..PNG women we all need to go 

out and march to the parliament. (Michelle, P12) 

Tena joined in the conversation with, “WHERE ARE THE POLICE???? What 

is the matter with Alotau? If women were treating men in the same numbers, there 

would be a national outcry.”  

The examples in this section made a few things evident not only about the 

view of women and their place in PNG society, but also about the group. There were a 

few individuals in the group that had experiences that left them angry and bitter about 

women (largely because of infidelity), but the group as a whole seemed to accept the 

fact that women in PNG are a marginalized group and, for a number of reasons, are 

susceptible to abuses. 

PNG Practices—Symbols, Heroes, and Rituals 

In Hofstede’s ‘onion diagram’ (Hofstede, 1991) cultural practices are easily 

recognized by the outside observer and are divided in to three primary categories—

symbols, heroes, and rituals. Symbols include words and objects that carried special 

meanings and are only recognized by others in the same cultural group. In the 

PNGADV group examples of these symbols included acronyms (PNG, WHP, DV, 

etc.) and terminology (raskols, bride price, pack rape, etc.) as well as words that carry 

deeper, and more difficult to articulate, cultural meanings (pigs, police, highlanders, 

etc.) Rituals included group activities, ceremonies, and ways of paying respect. In the 

PNGADV, one example of a group rituals included the expectation that if someone 

asked for help of any kind, group members would respond. Other rituals were more 

subtle and included established norms for conversation contributions. These included 
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turn-taking (largely a reflection of the technology use), challenging of ideas (no 

groupthink here), and the expressions of support for members, and others, who were in 

trouble, asking for help, or struggling with decisions. All of these rituals were 

considered socially essential to the team activities. Heroes, according to Hofstede, are 

simply those who are admired by others. In the PNGADV group these heroes included 

several administrators who were, almost without exception, admired by the group. 

Nancy fell squarely into this category while Tena, considered by many (but not all) to 

be a hero, was not always admired. Other heroes in the group were those who were 

members of the constabulary particularly because police officers in PNG were most 

often seen as non-heroic, so the team members who were members of the police stood 

out from these negative generalizations. 

Evidence has been presented in this work demonstrating the extent of the 

PNGADV group’s diversity, but there is also the evidence that a set of cultural 

practices established together by the group members—symbols, heroes, and rituals—

had a unifying effect as well. So although the underlying values of group members, 

established within each individual at an early age, may have been very different, the 

visible practices that these same members, with a common group identity, had 

established for their group activities, continued to move toward homogeneity. 

Circuit of Culture 

In 1997, Du Gay, et al. produced a cultural study of the Sony Walkman 

describing how, through a study of the device—the device’s “‘story’ or ‘biography’—

one can learn a great deal about the ways in which culture works in late-modern 

societies such as our own” (p. 2). The Facebook discussion texts being examined in 

this dissertation are also artefacts of modern culture, enabled by technologies newly 

available in Papua New Guinea, but complicated by some very non-Western cultural 

elements. Following Du Gay, et al.’s suggestions, a brief examination of the five 

major cultural processes, called the “circuit of culture,” follow here. 

Representation, or the establishment of cultural meaning through the 

language of the texts, is a process that has several facets in this scenario. The language 
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elements we have examined so far that show evidence of contributing to these 

meaning making activities included, for example, the use of pidgin, by both native and 

expatriate members; the use of place names with all the embedded subtle meanings 

those names conjured up among group members; and the use of cultural group 

references—like highlanders or raskols—that also carried with them some additional 

implicit pieces of information. 

Identity, the use of texts to guide group members’ connections with each other 

and with the group as a whole, was visible throughout the discourses. Examples of this 

process were seen in the use of personal pronouns (we, us, our, etc.), as indicators of 

the group’s common, shared identity, and with the occasional use of pseudo-family 

terminology (brother, sister, brata, etc.) even with people not known outside of the 

online environment. Other examples of identity processes within the group include the 

setting up of group rules, the maintenance of group administrator roles, and the 

posting of personal email addresses for volunteer counselors, police officers, and 

community support organization representatives. 

Production was the most basic and obvious of the processes and production of 

the texts followed the norms of general Facebook interactions, of course. But there 

were some additional elements that made the process more grounded, and more 

culturally specific, to this group. These elements included, but were not limited to, 

language use and colloquialisms, references to cultural practices, references to 

commonly known places, etc. Consumption on the other hand, examined how texts 

were used and what they meant to the users. In spite of this difference, the relationship 

between two processes of production and consumption in our modern world has been 

a bit of a game changer. “The role of producer and the so-called consumer of culture 

are becoming much more interchangeable. Consumption is becoming more of a 

personal act of ‘production’ in its own right” (Du Gay, et al., 2013, p. 15). As users 

engage in meaningful exchanges, alternately producing and consuming content, new 

meaning-making occurs at the intersections of these processes. 
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Regulation occurred at both individual and group levels as the collaborative 

meanings that had been created became part of the group culture and were then used to 

regulate the activities, discussions, and exchanges that were part of the discussion 

processes. Regulation most often fell under the influence of administrators of the 

group, but some examples of regulation between regular group members—those 

exchanges where one member called on another to adjust their language or expressed 

attitudes, for example—also occurred in the group interactions. 

As described by du Gay, et al., the circuit of culture has no particular starting 

point, but includes all five processes. One example of the complete circuit being 

utilized in a single thread occurred in Post P06. Isaac started the conversation by 

phrasing his thoughts about cheating women as a question, “Why do women cheat wit 

their husband n sleep wit ada men,I mean having affairs” (production). Several people 

read Isaac’s posting (consumption) then voiced their opinions on the topic 

(production). Isaac explained his position saying, “Am talking from my experience 

coz ive experienced dat life from my dotas mom,” (identity) and identified, not with 

the PNGADV group in this instance, but rather with the group of men who had been 

cheated on by their wives. Further discussion/argument ensued (consumption -

production) with some adjustment to Isaac’s thinking called for by a number of 

members. For example, Eva pointed out, “Isaac, a woman is an adult human being 

with all the same rights under the constitution as men. It is not your job to discipline 

her. If her behaviour is abhorrent to you, leave her” (regulation). Later in the 

conversation Isaac made a claim to an attitude adjustment, “Thankyou All for the 

Challenging thoughts, I think Iam now ready to start a Brand New Life:)”  

(consumption) while other members expressed their support for this change of heart 

(production). The results of this entire exchange included some deepening of 

understanding by group members, some detailed meaning-making, further 

strengthening the group and enhancing its identity (identity). 
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The Impact of Tie Strength 

Mark Granovetter (1973) introduced the idea of tie strength between 

individuals arguing that it is the strong ties that bind people together in clusters where 

they are mutually connected, but the weak ties that provide a “local bridge” to social 

systems that are not connected. Other research that builds on the concept 

(Haythornthwaite, 2002; Krackhardt, 1992; Shirky, 2010) indicates the importance of 

the casual, weak-ties as points of new information to the system. The PNGADV group 

was largely a collection of weak-tie individuals. One of the reasons for this is the fact 

that strong-tie close, friends and relatives, may not have been as interested in 

discussing this special topic of interest as others, strangers (or relative strangers), who 

do have such an interest. Another reason is that living in PNG did not provide for the 

kinds of face-to-face meetings that might be available, even common, in more western 

contexts because of socio-economic reasons, rugged terrain induced isolation factors, 

and lack of experience with such methods of information exchange. What, then, was 

the impact of the primarily weak-tie relationships on the PNGADV group? To begin, 

an examination of the PNGADV group interactions seemed to support 

Haythornthwait’s (2002) observations that: 

…as tie strength increases linearly from weak to strong, so does the motivation 

to communicate, the number and types of information and resources 

exchanged, and the amount of support communicated. Research by the author 

suggests that more weakly tied communicators rely on organizationally 

established or opportunistic means of sending or receiving communications (p. 

286). 

The longer the members of the PNGADV communicated in ways that built 

identity and community, the stronger the ties between them seemed to grow. A 

number of examples of group members deciding to meet in person for different 

purposes was one way to attest to this. Another was in the discussions where 

individuals indicated growing connections to others in the group. For example, in 

conversation P10 when Ray admitted to being a former abuser, Vanessa responded 

with, “when you said you had a story to tell i was confused .. you see i only know you 

as a facebook friend .. and you are so inspiratonal .. always complimenting and 
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encouraging your fb followers ..” This indicated that Vanessa had paid attention to 

Ray and his postings over time, indicating a strengthening of the original connection 

of simply being random members of the same group. 

Other indications of the value of weak-tie relationships could be found in 

conversation segments that indicated value in the inclusion and empowerment for 

peripheral participants such as those occasional posters who were outside of the core 

group of administrators, for example. In conversation P01’s report of the abduction of 

Anna, group members were kept informed of the progress in the case by the personal 

reporting of one of the involved group members. Facebook’s use of threaded 

conversations made it easy for members interested in this specific topic to return to it 

in order to receive updated reports. In conversation P03, when Dora reported on her 

own frustration about a relative who continued to return to an abusive relationship, a 

number of individuals responded with their own personal stories, providing 

information and support that Dora would not have had access to within her own 

strong-tie network. When Toni reported being confused about an upcoming court 

hearing in P15, group members responded with support and very specific pieces of 

advice, but also with phone numbers and email addresses for other support 

organizations in the area, all responses which served to empower Dora as she faced the 

difficult situation.   

Summary 

The examples in this chapter provide evidence for a number of theoretical 

constructs outlined earlier in this work. For example, the assertion by Bernhard et al. 

(2006) that PNG is a unique environment ideal for the study of group affiliation and 

social norms seems to be borne out by the examples provided here, as well as their 

ideas about how strong group identity is tied to the diversity of languages, local 

customs, and social norms, norms that serve to regulate social life in PNG. These 

evidences are particularly important to the research body in this area as the Bernhard 

et al. work was a lab experiment, a concocted “game”, whereas this research was 

conducted on a bona fide group. 
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The list of advantages to computer conferencing interactions proposed by 

Pena-Shaff and Nicholls (2004) include many that figure prominently in the PNGADV 

group. For example, interactions between members at different power levels are 

evident in a number of instances. In P05 Cath, a barely literate poster with only 16 

posts in the entire 7,495 corpus of texts, felt compelled (and empowered) to begin a 

conversation, then enter into interactions with a number of other members including 

Tena, one of the group’s administrators with over 1,000 postings overall; Tom, 

another administrator and PNG police officer with nearly 250 postings; Gideon, 

another admin and police officer with over 40 postings, and more. Other advantages 

included the use of a medium that allows for review and analysis of information 

before posting; better articulation and retention of ideas because they are text-based; 

more equal participation among members; allowing for members to post from any 

place at any time; and an environment that provides for “purposeful construction of 

knowledge” (Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004, p. 248). 

In this chapter there were multiple examples presented using the lens provided 

by Burke, et al. (2010) of three forms of membership claims—declarations, questions, 

and revelations. These examples demonstrated a number of strategies engaged in by 

newcomers to assert their membership in the group, as Burke et al. claimed, but also 

examples of established members continuing to provide these evidences periodically 

in order to maintain their membership status within the group. 

Details of interaction analyses based on the IPA codings were provided here 

for both the area groupings and the problem type groupings. These analyses pointed to 

a number of similar conversation flows but also discussed a few conversations that 

exhibited very different patterns. When viewed by the IPA function area groupings, 14 

of the 16 posts showed similarities with the highest counts for task attempted answer. 

Of those 14 posts, 12 had second highest coding counts of social-emotional positive. 

The two that were different were P09 and P12, both with a second highest grouping of 

social-emotional negative, largely a reflection of the two emotionally charged topics 

involving domestic violence deaths. The two post conversations that exhibited 
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different function area characteristics were P01 and P10. Although P01 had the same 

highest and second highest groupings as the others, the two categories were very close 

in value with only 4 points separating them. In conversation P10 these values were 

reversed; P10 was the only conversation where the highest grouping was something 

other than task attempted answer. Even with the slight differences between these posts 

and the others, the indications were still strong that, grouped this way, the data 

indicated that the primary ways the group interacted and contributed to common 

meanings were through information sharing and expressions of support.  

When viewed by the IPA problem type groupings, 11 of the 16 posts exhibited 

similar patterns with the highest counts for problems of evaluation. Posts P10 and P15 

exhibited a different pattern with the highest counts reflected in problems of 

integration. Post P07 and P16 exhibited patterns where problems of orientation were 

the highest. And P01 had the highest values tied for two different categories, problems 

of evaluation and problems of orientation. Overall, the data displayed in these 

groupings indicated that the primary problem types dealt with by the PNGADV group 

were problems of evaluation, involving the asking for and giving of opinions, and 

orientation, involving the asking for and giving of information. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS 

This dissertation examined the online interactions between members of a 

Facebook group over a six-month period of time in an effort to answer questions about 

group identity, meaning making, and cultural impacts on the group. The dissertation is 

exploratory in nature and therefore does not seek to prove a theory but rather to 

provide a more descriptive examination of group processes. In order to understand the 

impact that socially situated knowledge had on the PNGADV group I conducted a 

process analysis (Bales, 1950) of the most widely discussed posts, determined by the 

number of comments provided to each original status update, occurring during this 

period. However, the IPA process analysis was only one of several tools used in the 

data analysis. In this chapter I begin with a short discussion of the applicability of this 

dissertation to the field of technical communication and rhetoric. Next, I address the 

research questions posed earlier and connect them to my general findings, those that 

were identified during the data analysis. I follow with a discussion of the limitations of 

the study and close out the chapter with some suggestions about future research within 

this field. 

Applicability to the Field  

As online social media “conversations,” the activities of the PNGADV group 

were themselves examples of technical communication. The Society for Technical 

Communication (STC) describes technical communication as a broad field that 

includes communication that “exhibits one or more of the following characteristics: 

 Communication about technical or specialized topics, such as computer 

applications, medical procedures, or environmental regulations. 

 Communicating by using technology, such as web pages, help files, or 

social media sites. 
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 Providing instructions about how to do something, regardless of how 

technical the task is or even if technology is used to create or distribute that 

communication.”25  

The PNGADV group interactions met all three of these characteristics in that 

they discussed the highly specialized topic of gender based violence issues, they 

communicated using a dedicated “group” space on the Facebook social media 

platform, and group members provided help and advice, even offering connections to 

professional counseling services, for victims of domestic violence and related issues. 

Although my research is firmly placed within the field of technical communication, 

the primary value of this dissertation is in its ability to inform the field of TCR and to 

contribute to a better understanding of the effects that this type of social media 

interaction, including the cultural impacts, have on social and workplace group 

identity. 

Research Questions 

One of the stated assumptions behind this research was that at the beginning of 

the research period the PNGADV group already had an established common identity. 

However, some of the literature explored here indicates that the path to common 

identity is not a single event in the life of the group, nor is it a lasting designation once 

identified, but rather that it involves an iterative, and continuing, series of processes. 

Research question one sought to explore communication as a path to building upon, 

and maintaining, this established common identity. Research question two sought to 

explore how the group’s interactions themselves contributed to the continuing process 

of becoming. And research question three pursued questions about the impact of 

culture on these processes.  

Research Question 1 

How does communication among the PNGADV Facebook group members 

“create, affirm, and develop a common identity”?  

                                                 
25 < http://www.stc.org/about-stc/the-profession-all-about-technical-communication/defining-tc> 
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As was discovered in Brian Still’s (2008) research on Online Intersex 

Communities, the PNGADV group had similarly found a place to be a productive 

community; they, too, had created a “sense of belonging, a feeling among their 

participants that common values, if not viewpoints, are shared there, along with 

common experiences, as told often through stories, which bond them together” (p. 65). 

Not only did the telling of stories and expressions of shared experiences serve as 

homogenizing forces on the group members, but the discourses also provided 

evidences of the value of the study of natural groups. Studies of laboratory or 

classroom groups, with group membership a function of the contrivances of the 

researchers, have provided valuable information about group processes. But this study 

of natural group behavior included complex contexts that could never have been 

replicated in a contrived group, contexts that had an impact on group member 

relationships and group dynamic functions.  

The PNGADV group’s mutual understandings, which are closely related to the 

central characteristics of the group, allowed for differing points of view by members—

on the topic of bride price, for example, or the need for a formally registered group—

while keeping the core identity of the group intact and undamaged by the differences. 

And although it may seem counter-intuitive, the relative anonymity of the online space 

contributed to an environment of flattened relationships and reduced power hierarchy 

impacts making the behaviors within the group interactions even more normative than 

if the individuals were co-located and/or known to each other.  

The IPA analyses pointed to several characteristics of the communication 

processes that members engaged in that also tended to contribute to the maintenance 

of group identity. The primary function exhibited by group members was the 

providing of information to other members in the form of suggestions, opinions, and 

orientations (instructions and clarifications). This was true for all of the top 

conversation threads except the one involving the confessions of a former user in 

which the primary function exhibited was the providing of positive social-emotional 

support. When compared to the three other studies of IPA function area codings, the 
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PNGADV group findings were quite similar to the other groups, a finding that not 

only strengthens the idea that this function area is an important part of group 

interactions, but one that also makes an interesting note that this is true whether the 

groups are natural or contrived, inside or outside of the classroom, and task-

performing groups or social groups.  

A second characteristic was found in expressions of solidarity seen in posts 

that provided encouragement and support. In this case, a comparison of the four 

different IPA studies showed the PNGADV group as having the largest percentage of 

positive social-emotional responses. This characteristic indicates that providing 

support for other group members was a large part of this group’s identity and was 

therefore explicitly expressed in their online intragroup communications. It also 

suggests that this group function difference might be primarily attributed to the fact 

that this is a natural group. 

Research Question 2  

How are the members interacting in this Facebook group engaging in a process 

of knowledge construction and development of common meanings?  

The PNGADV group members exhibited a number of indications that 

knowledge construction and meaning making activities were occurring within their 

discourse. Rather than reliance on top-down information sharing from the group 

administrators to the general membership, for example, exchanges between and 

among all levels of members occurred in most of the interactions. There were certainly 

members with varying degrees of knowledge involved in discussions and the dynamic 

and participatory exchange of information among all levels of membership resulted in 

a continuing process of meaning making within the group. Advice for the woman 

facing a court hearing, for example, came from above (authority figures) as well as 

from others who were very much like her (peers). And in the discussion of the 

abduction of Anna, comments directed toward the reporter of events, and toward the 

group in general, came from administrators, from other members of the constabulary, 

and from members with no obvious power status as well. The sharing of information 
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openly and freely among members no matter what their hierarchical power status 

resulted in multi-directional meaning making. And the fact that all members were able 

to participate in the creation of new knowledge and to contribute to existing 

knowledge meant that group member value was being continually validated and that 

group member buy-in was high. 

The sharing of stories seemed to play a part in the development of common 

meanings for the group as well. Some stories were told to elicit help from the group, 

some to provide examples or lessons, and some to challenge the thinking of others. By 

sharing these stories, and by engaging in analyses, suggestions for resolution, 

challenges, etc. of others’ stories, the group was able to come to consensus in some 

situations, and agreement to disagree in other situations, all adding to the common 

knowledge of the group and strengthening its identity in the process. Even in the 

examples provided previously of members contributing stories as a way to solidify 

their own group membership claims, the results of these claims involved contributions 

to the common meanings held by the group. 

Other knowledge construction activities were evidenced in the exchanges 

where different languages (largely Tok Pisin, the lingua franca pidgin language of 

PNG) and cultural insights were shared. I found only one example in my analysis of 

one member belittling another based on language (mis)uses and none that were 

negative in the sharing of cultural beliefs. Religious beliefs, on the other hand, were 

often presented, contested, and argued among group members. Typical group 

responses included the providing of translations, the clarification of terminology, and 

question and answer exchanges about specific cultural practices in order to learn more. 

Again, these discussion activities and the willingness of members of all power levels 

to engage in further discussions, all seemed to contribute to the group’s knowledge 

base and strengthening of its core identity. 



Texas Tech University, Belinda Amaya, December 2015 

187 

 

Research Question 3 

How are the cultural elements of this group expressed or revealed in its 

communications, and in what ways do these cultural expressions or revelations 

further impact the group identity?  

The mere fact that the PNGADV Facebook group operated from within “the 

land of a thousand tribes,” as Papua New Guinea is sometimes called, meant it was no 

surprise that cultural elements were a major part of the conversations. Often these 

cultural elements were explicitly stated and obvious—language, place names, tribal 

references—while other elements were implicitly understood by many of the members 

but not so obvious to “outsiders”—references to taxis, PMVs, highlanders, etc. 

Cultural practices, like bride price and polygyny, were also topics for discussion and 

even debate, but often with members taking an unclear or soft stand, switching sides 

of the discussion, and granting points to others involved in the discussions. 

One of the cultural elements that impacted the PNGADV group could be found 

in the way that members expressed elements of their different cultural identities, but 

then engaged in discussions that worked to performatively construct, or engage in the 

construction of, a new, continually developing, and culturally unique group identity. 

Examples of differing cultural ideas could be seen in the discussions of bride price and 

polygyny, of course, but some of the deeper discussions—like the young man who 

asked the group for input on his own decision about paying a bride price—took these 

cultural idea developments even deeper. Some of these discussions involved 

suggestions, debates, considerations of new ideas, and occasionally in adoptions of 

new strategies. But even in the cases where the original thinking or planned actions of 

individuals did not change, the open and involved discussions still seemed to have an 

effect on the group identity. Remarks by Australians, for example, seemed to reflect a 

new understanding about the details of the cultural practices; remarks by islanders 

showed evidence of new understanding about the preferences of highlanders to engage 

in such practices; and individuals from different cultural groups demonstrated their 

support for a man who felt compelled by social pressures to participate in the bride 
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wealth exchange practice. And all of these types of exchanges seemed to discount any 

hard-edged insider/outsider view of interactions and replace it with a more malleable, 

more fluid, blurred edge model of the impact of cultural differences among group 

members. 

Additional Findings 

A number of additional findings were noted in this dissertation that do not 

neatly fall into one of the categories framed by the research questions, but because 

they do have an impact on the study, they will be discussed here.  

One of the indications from this study that is supported by some research but 

not by others is the idea of, and the importance of, tie strength in the PNGADV 

group’s interactions. The high percentages of information exchange and positive 

reinforcement among group members indicated a highly supportive and relatively well 

functioning team. The IPA measures for this group, as compared to the three other 

groups for which IPA data was available, showed the highest level of support among 

the PNGADV group members, and yet, the group was, by all indications, the most 

diverse and heterogeneous of the study groups. These results indicate support for the 

“strength of weak ties” arguments (Granovetter, 1983; Krackhardt, 1992; Shirky, 

2010) but do not support the theories of similarity analysts who argue that shared 

understanding and support requires similar people joining together to build strong 

friendships (Wellman & Wortley, 1990; Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954; Field, 1982; 

Marsden, 1988). The PNGADV group members were primarily weakly tied to other 

members, were often culturally and educationally dissimilar, and yet were engaging in 

complex, meaning building, and supportive activities and discussions. 

Findings from this dissertation fully support previous research (Brunsting & 

Postmes, 2002; Lea, Spears, & de Groot, 2001; Postmes, Spears, Sakhel, & de Groot, 

2001; Spears, Postmes, Lea, & Wolbert, 2002) that anonymous and isolated behavior 

of online interactions can be even more normative than when users are identified and 

face-to-face. The depersonalization and reduction in individual distinctions in the 
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PNGADV group, like the research alluded to above, also blurs individual factors while 

reinforcing the group’s identity.  

One finding more related to the study methods than the actual study was the 

importance and value of collaborative coding scheme development. My use of a 

second coder to assist in refining and fine-tuning the coding process did not result in 

major coding changes, but provided some value-added insight and a small but 

important impact on the coding process. The value of this process was tested and 

proven, somewhat, in the ease with which the third coder was “trained” and borne out 

in the cross-coding agreement measures. 

Another area that requires a brief mention here is a discussion of the tools used 

in the data analysis and their applicability to future studies. Although this work was 

not the first to attempt to apply Bales’ IPA process to online group interactions, it is 

one of the most comprehensive of those I could find and also one of the few that 

involves natural groups rather than artificial classroom or laboratory interactions. This 

dissertation adds to the corpus of studies that validate the application of this process to 

online interactions and supports the idea that Bales’ IPA continues to be a useful tool 

in this field. 

The other tool that I used in the study was the Circos Table Viewer tool, 

appropriated from the field of genome studies and used here in graphing group 

interactions in a circular chord diagram. One of the drawbacks of the use of this tool is 

the requirement that the audience must be trained in how to read it, a significant 

detriment and one that should not be minimized. However, in the role of researcher I 

found that taking the time to understand both how to create the graphs and to interpret 

them was highly instructional to the study. I also found that the tool provided a view 

of the interactions that just would not have been possible, or certainly not as 

informative, as a standard Excel bar chart. Once researchers and/or users learn how to 

read these graphs, they are capable of providing interesting insight into small group 

conversation flows and help highlight patterns, similarities, and differences in 

conversations. 
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Limitations of this Study  

In a 2006 work Dr. Amy Koerber pointed out that, “Because this is a 

qualitative study, neither the larger body of data nor the subset that this [work] 

presents is intended to statistically represent any particular demographic group” (p. 

89). I take her point in this dissertation as well and note that it is limited to a particular 

online community engaged in interaction in a single social media environment—

Facebook—and is not statistically representative of any specific group. One group of 

researchers (Toral et al., 2009) describe an internet community as an assembly that 

was once used by scientists to collaborate on research and keep in touch but now is a 

place where “intensive use of electronic media” (p. 378) keeps people in contact with 

one another. Context was an important feature of my study as the cultural contexts are 

so unique in a number of ways. However, the uniqueness of the community being 

studied should not be considered a factor to prevent application of the research 

methods elsewhere, even if merely as another lens with which to examine this 

particular population’s interactions.  

Implications of the Current Research 

A number of applications of this research are possible and could impact fields 

of technical communication, communication, business, government, and pedagogy, 

just to name a few. This research can also serve to inform and impact topics of focus 

such as group identity, online groups, diversity within groups, groups in the 

workplace, as well as others. This dissertation provides a beginning to understanding 

how group identity functions in online small group interactions. While other online 

group studies are currently available, studies like this one that examine multi-cultural, 

natural, online groups, are limited. 

Findings from this dissertation regarding small group dynamics and associated 

topics covered here could be used to improve student learning. Although a number of 

traditional cultural heuristics are available for use in university technical 

communication classrooms, academic pursuits modeled after this dissertation could 

conceivably be engaged in as a class project. Utilizing similar data, similar tools, and 
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similar techniques could provide students with an actual experience and provide for 

those students to contribute to the larger body of knowledge in the process. 

Understanding group development may provide information about how a 

virtual settlement, or a “virtual community’s cyber-place” (Jones, 1997, p. 2), can 

meet business objectives, but learnings provided here may also go a long way in 

helping businesses convert virtual settlements into virtual communities. “Community-

like processes and sense of virtual community are outcomes that are not certain to 

occur. They require people to enact them and to continue enacting them over time. 

Thus, understanding how such processes get started, become established, and are 

maintained should remain high on the agenda for research in the virtual communities 

tradition” (Blanchard & Markus, 2004, p. 77). 

Understanding what creates a feeling of belonging within a group could be 

useful to lawmakers and planners. “A clear and empirically validated understanding of 

sense of community can provide the foundation for lawmakers and planners to 

develop programs that meet their stated goals by strengthening and preserving 

community” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 15). Such understandings could be useful 

in both informing and guiding activities that are aimed at engaging weak-tie group 

members in more cooperative and efficient small group participation.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

One logical direction for building on this study’s findings would be 

comparative in nature; such studies could contribute significantly to the field as a 

whole and allow for a strong base upon which to build further theories and 

recommendations. As well as a need for comparative studies, however, there also 

exists a need for contrastive studies. Would a similar multi-cultural face-to-face group 

function as well as the PNGADV group, or would they find it more difficult to ignore 

skin color, language struggles, and socio-economic status indicators that are more 

visible in face-to-face encounters? Would they, perhaps, function more efficiently 

instead of less, and if so, why? These are just a few examples of future studies that 
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could work with this dissertation and begin to build a strong base for such 

examinations that have the potential to be informative to a number of fields and topics. 

Comparative and contrastive studies offer a number of possible directions for 

expanded studies in this area, but an additional study that drills down to follow 

through on one of the general findings would also be a logical next step. For example, 

although this study has identified information sharing as a primary characteristic of 

group interaction and expressions of solidarity as a secondary characteristic, I was not 

able to dig deeper into answering questions of why these are prevalent here. An in-

depth study of one or more of these characteristics would also contribute to the field in 

a useful and engaging way. 

Although this dissertation certainly contributes to understandings about group 

communication as a path to maintaining a common identity, contributions of group 

interactions to the processes, and the impact of culture on the processes, more research 

is called for, particularly research that involves natural settings and is located outside 

of traditional western spaces. 

Closing Remarks 

The PNGADV group discussions that occurred between May and October of 

2012 provided an interesting slice of true multi-cultural online group interactions for 

study. Narrowing the focus to the top 16 posts discussed during that six-month period 

provided a manageable scope of data but with a surprisingly rich and diverse coverage 

of topics. Findings from this dissertation support the use of Bales’ IPA process as a 

tool for examining small group interactions even when those groups interact in an 

online environment, but the additional information provided by the conversation 

mapping chord diagram indicates some value in overlaying several different 

perspectives in a single analysis. Additional data provided by this study indicate the 

group functions in much the same way as face-to-face interactions and as online 

interactions between more homogeneous groups in spite of the group’s diversity and 

the fact that the primary topic of discussion, gender based violence in Papua New 

Guinea, is considered by many to be a socially tolerated practice.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Glossary 

belt, bash—to hit, to beat up 

bugger—a contemptible person; used to express annoyance or anger 

five-kina police—police who can be bribed 

kiap—pre-independence (1975) district officers, or patrol officers, with wide-ranging 

authority in PNG 

kina—the unit of currency used in PNG 

laikim—like, love, need 

lewa—literally “liver”, the physical location of emotions in PNG languages; can be 

associated with degrees of affection, often a way to call someone “friend” (Franklin & 

Thomas, 2006) 

line-up sex—act involving multiple males having sex with one person, typically 

absent consent (see "pack rape") 

pack rape—gang rape (see “line-up sex”) 

panel beating—to beat from head to toe 

PNGeans or PNGans—Papua New Guineans 

raskols—popular term used to describe members of criminal gangs 

susa—sister; close female friend 

tingting—opinion 

tasol—literally “that’s all”; could be translated as the slang “just sayin’”; also as 

“only”, “but”, “however”, “just” 

tok pisin—pidgin (the language); literally, “talk pidgin” 

tok ples—a person’s tribal, or local, language; literally, “talk place” 

toksave—announcement 

uni—abbreviated form of “university”, pronounced yoo-nee 

wantok—a relative, near or distant, to whom one feels allegiance or obligation; 

literally, those who speak the same language 

wantrouble—a wantok with whom one gets into trouble; member of the same band of 

delinquents



Texas Tech University, Belinda Amaya, December 2015 

206 

 

Appendix 2: Chord diagrams of top 16 conversations 

 
Figure A2.1 P01 conversation map 
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Figure A2.2 P02 conversation map 
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Figure A2.3 P03 conversation map 
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Figure A2.4 P04 conversation map 
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Figure A2.5 P05 conversation map 
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Figure A2.6 P06 conversation map 



Texas Tech University, Belinda Amaya, December 2015 

212 

 

 
Figure A2.7 P07 conversation map 
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Figure A2.8 P08 conversation map 
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Figure A2.9 P09 conversation map 
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Figure A2.10 P10 conversation map 
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Figure A1.11 P11 conversation map 
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Figure A2.12 P12 conversation map 
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Figure A2.13 P13 conversation map 
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Figure A2.14 P14 conversation map 
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Figure A2.15 P15 conversation map 
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Figure A2.16 P16 conversation map 
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Appendix 3: Bales’ IPA measures from top 16 conversations 

 
Figure A3.01 P01 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.02 P02 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.03 P03 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.04 P04 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.05 P05 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.06 P06 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.07 P07 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.08 P08 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.09 P09 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.10 P10 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.11 P11 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.12 P12 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.13 P13 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.14 P14 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.15 P15 IPA Measures 
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Figure A3.16 P16 IPA Measures 


