
A Group Is Its Own Worst Enemy

Clay Shirky's Recommendations for Social Software
A Review by Chemboli Srinivas



Agenda

● Shirky in a nutshell
● Why study groups
● The premise of the group
● Gotchas in group software
● Designing software for groups
● Case Studies
● Conclusions



Shirky In A Nutshell

● Definition of social software
● Group behavior is self defeating

– W R Bion's therapy of neurotics

● The relevance of social software
● Guidelines and recommendations



Why Study Groups

● An isolationist approach to groupware?
– Definitely a bad idea

– Not much fun

– Business incentives say otherwise



The Premise of the Group



The Group

● A collection of individuals characterized by 
intimate sympathetic association and cooperation

● Universal in phenomenon
● Fundamental and sharing a common ideal
● Often spawns subcultures
● Notion of “Group Rights” vs “Individual Rights”

After Charles Holton Cooley, 1937



Types of Group Formation

● The Patriarchal Sovereign
● The Leader
● The Tyrant
● The Central Person
● The Organizer
● The Hero

After Fritz Redl, 1942



Social Control

● Fruitful group endeavor requires
– Distribution of burden

– Delegation of responsibilities

– Safeguards and ethical instruments

After Edward Alsworth Ross, 1910



The Need For Authority

● Internal and external authority
● Identifying the 'stranger'
● Prestige and / or status

After Georg Simmel, 1950



Gotchas In Group Software



Ubiquity

● Used in and out of context
● Disparate platform and user base
● Inventive reuse
● Non­localized presence



Meta­rules

● Intermeshing of technical and social issues
● Group effects redefine the purported goal
● The need for constitution and governance
● Limits on individual rights



Groups Within Groups

● Sub­spawning of the Primary Group
● Heterogeneity + Aggregation

After Herbert Spencer, 1897



Designing Software for Groups

● Accessible social handles
● Reputation and member accreditation
● Barriers for participation
● Managing scale and complexity
● Identifying the group as the user
● Not reinventing the wheel



Case Studies

● Orkut.com
● Metafilter.com
● Deepwoods.org



Orkut.com



Metafilter.com



Deepwoods.org



Conclusions

● Groupware is dynamic in nature
● Caters to disparate platforms and persona
● Complex and competing balance between social 

and technical issues
● It's all about people
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