
Roulet, G. (1990). Using the interact system model to analyze computer mediated 
communication during a small group problem-solving task. Proceedings of Third Guelph 
Symposium on Computer Mediated Communication (pp. 168-180). Guelph, Ontario: 
University of Guelph. 



Using the Interact System Model to Analyze Computer Mediated 
Communication During a Small Group Problem-Solving Task  

 
Geoffrey Roulet 

Ontario Ministry of Education 
Mid-Northern Office, Sudbury, Ontario 

Introduction 
 

Johansen, Miller and Valice (1974) provide a survey of research directions and methods applied to 

questions concerning group communication through various electronic media.  Their summary of projects and 

findings to the year 1974 suggests that the great majority of efforts were directed towards analyzing the attitudes of 

users, the social impacts of the media, and the outcomes of group activities.  Of the research cited only their own 

work at the Institute of the Future and that of Chapanis (1972) focussed on the structure of the communication 

taking place. 

Siegel, Dubrovsky, Kiesler, and McGuire (1986) in a paper dealing exclusively with computer mediated 

communication (CMC), rather than the wider range of electronic media examined by Johansen et al., divide research 

efforts into four categories: technology assessment studies, organizational studies, technical capabilities studies, and 

social psychological studies.  Projects that produce an analysis of communication fall into the fourth group and these 

authors plus Kiesler, Siegel, and McGuire (1984) indicate that there is a shortage of studies in this category.  Thus, 

although a communications medium is being studied, it appears as if only limited research effort is actually being 

directed towards the examination of the act of communicating. 

Studies dealing with aspects of computer communication such as efficiency and participation often depend 

upon message counts rather than an examination of message content or purpose.  Harasim (1987) warns of the 

limited usefulness of participation statistics as an indicator of group or personal performance.  Such numerical 

summaries of communication can not reveal the nature of the interactions taking place.  Winograd (1986) argues 

that a perspective that sees "language as the primary dimension of human cooperative activity" (p. 203) is needed to 

guide the design of computer communications systems.  Such a language/action view of group activity points to a 

need for interaction analysis to gain an understanding of group processes. 

While interaction analysis techniques specific to CMC may eventually be developed, as a starting point, 

researchers could employ methods originally designed for face-to-face settings.  Kiesler et al. (1984) suggest that 

social psychologists could use the vast body of presently available theory and research technique related to small 

group interaction to generate hypotheses concerning computer communications and design studies to evaluate these 

models.  Working from an established base would help to unify research designs and allow comparison of results 

between studies.  At the same time, researchers must keep in mind the warning provided by Johansen et al. (1974) 

that great care be taken to avoid the assumption that face-to-face communication is the ideal that all other media 

should attempt to emulate. 

 



The Interact System Model 
 

Of the various schemes for examining conversation sequences or performing an interaction analysis (see 

Burgoon, Heston & McCroskey (1974 and Trenholm (1985)) the Interact System Model (ISM) presented by Fisher 

and Hawes (1971) is the most applicable to computer mediated communication.  This model, an outgrowth of 

general system theory, "treats units of communication, rather than human beings, as components of a small group 

system" (p. 448).  Fisher (1980) puts this view more directly with: 

 

Because interdependence of individuals is achieved by mutual influence through communication, 

the organizing element of the group system is communication.  And communication and 

communicative exchanges ... are the ingredients for analyzing the system - not individuals. (pp. 

21-22) 

 

This perspective, that interaction and communication are synonymous, is compatible with CMC where the 

only channel for interaction is verbal communication via the conference message texts.  The narrow nature of the 

communication channel means that many aspects of human relations can not develop and thus a model that does not 

see these as key to group processes is valuable. 

  The ISM pictures communication as a sequence of connected events.  An interaction analysis does not look 

at individual comments in isolation, but examines the relation of each to previous and subsequent submissions.  The 

first step in the analysis is to identify individual units of the conversation or “acts”.  These acts are then labelled as 

to their relation to previously submitted suggestions or “decision proposals”. 

Each message has two dimensions, a content or task component and a relational factor.  Fisher (1980) 

provides a coding system for both dimensions but for the purposes of this study attention was concentrated upon the 

task aspect of communication.  The categories are as follows: 

1 Interpretation 
  f Favourable toward the decision proposal 
  u Unfavourable toward the decision proposal 

ab Ambiguous towards the decision proposal containing both favourable and unfavourable 
evaluation 

  an Ambiguous toward the decision proposal containing a neutral evaluation 
 

2 Substantiation 
  f Favourable toward the decision proposal 
  u Unfavourable toward the decision proposal 

ab Ambiguous towards the decision proposal containing both favourable and unfavourable 
evaluation 

  an Ambiguous toward the decision proposal containing a neutral evaluation 
 

3 Clarification 
4 Modification 
5 Agreement 
6 Disagreement 
 

  In this system "interpretation" means a simple value judgement without supporting evidence or reasons 

while "substantiation" represents statements containing supporting explanations or arguments.  The value judgement 

may be in favour of or against the previously posed decision proposal or may be ambivalent.  "Clarification" 



statements either request further information or restate previous acts in clearer terms.  No value judgement is 

contained in such an act.  "Modification" acts amend or alter the previous decision proposal while "Agreement" and 

"Disagreement" are simple acts that support or dismiss the immediately preceding comment.  For coding purposes 

the numbers and letters given above in bold are employed.  Thus a “2u” act is a unit of conversation that disagrees 

with the proposal under consideration and contains evidence or arguments to back up this contrary view. 

Once the acts have been categorized they are paired to produce “interacts” or couples of related antecedent 

and subsequent acts.  In this manner a sequence of ten acts would give nine interacts with each act, except the last, 

being the antecedent half of one interact.  To gain a picture of the conversation progress, the interacts are plotted in a 

“contiguity analysis” matrix as shown in Figure 1 below. 

 
Figure 1: Contiguity analysis matrix of the interaction sequence: 1an  2f  1u  1f  3  2f  1u  1f  5  2ab 

  Subsequent Acts 

 1f 1u 1ab1an 2f 2u 2ab2an 3 4 5 6 

1f         1  1  

1u 2            

1ab             

1an     1        
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2an             
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Cell numbers indicate the frequency of each type of interact. 
 

Fisher (1980) suggests that there may be some problems in putting the ISM interaction analysis program 
into practice, but these concerns are related to the face-to-face situation.  Problems of recording the conversation 
are not present as computer supported conferences provide a complete transcript of all messages.  The examination 
of the communication occurs after the completion of group activity and does not require the presence of an observer 
who might influence group process.  In addition, Fisher expresses the concern that the ISM excludes non-verbal 
communication but when conferencing via computer the non-verbal channel is absent. 

The use of the ISM is a three stage program.  Level One is that outlined above, the categorization of 
interacts.  From this analysis come Levels Two and Three, an identification of the process of group decision 
making, and an examination of repeated cycles as a group completes successive tasks and passes through four 
phases. 

Fisher (1980) believes that there is a "natural" group process by which decisions emerge.  One member 
introduces an idea or decision proposal and the other members respond with acts that affirm, reject, extend, or 
revise the concept.  Eventually the idea comes to reflect the group view and consensus is reached.  Once agreement 
is found the group employs this new stage to move on to examine further proposals but may return to re-examine 
the original decision in the light of new evidence.  Thus progress is not linear but cyclic, with the group dealing 
with more than one idea at a time, temporarily setting aside one incomplete proposal while it works on another. 



Fisher sees the group as passing through four phases as it works its way through successive decisions.  The 

phases of this "Decision Emergence Model" are labelled: Orientation, Conflict, Emergence, and Reinforcement.  

During the Orientation phase there is considerable tension and proposals are made hesitantly and are phrased 

ambiguously.  Responses are polite but lack commitment.  As group members become more relaxed interaction 

takes on a more direct form and the Conflict phase is entered.  Statements have more commitment and direct 

argument may develop.  As the group begins to develop a consensus upon major decisions the Emergence phase 

arrives.  Here negative or unfavourable acts are less frequent as dissident members come to accept the group view.  

With the arrival of the Reinforcement phase contributions generally serve to provide supporting evidence for the 

group consensus. 

 

Setting 
 

The group under study consisted of graduate students in an M.Ed. program at a Canadian university and 

enrolled in a 1987 fall term course, Educational Applications of Computer Mediated Communications.  Computer 

mediated communication (CMC) as well as being the focus of study, was also the medium of delivery for the course.  

After an initial one-day face-to-face meeting of the class, all activities were conducted via the computer 

conferencing system, PARTICIPATE.  This software provides an elaborate asynchronous conferencing environment 

with features such as closed conferences, tree structure for topic branching, online editor, private mail, personal 

inboxes indicating un-read messages, and a search function. 

The major assignment of the course required that the students form groups of four or five and then 

investigate an alternate computer conferencing or communications system that was in some way involved in 

educational activities.  After learning how to access the network and examining the conferences or communications 

opportunities available, the group was to cooperatively write a report.  This project was scheduled for the sixth, 

seventh, and eighth weeks of the course and ran from October 19 to November 8 when the final report was 

submitted. 

The particular group whose conversation is analyzed in this paper chose to investigate the Educational Data 

Access Network (EDAN), a pilot project funded by the Ontario Ministry of Education.  Group discussion centred 

upon the questions of content and format of the report with individual members assigned to submit sections to fit 

within the framework developed.  The final group product was created be one member (A) collecting the 

submissions and then editing these into a complete paper. 

Each of the four group members, two male and two female, had at least five weeks prior experience with 

the PARTICIPATE conferencing system and were relatively at ease with the software.  Two had mastered the 

technique of passing files between their personal computers and the PARTICIPATE conferences by the time the 

project began and the remaining two learned to down-load and up-load early in the life of the group.  This meant 

that messages could be recorded on paper and examined closely and replies could be constructed off-line using a full 

function word processor.  One member also had prior experience with the EDAN network, having been a participant 

since its initiation, eight months before the beginning of the fieldwork project. 

The setting for this research possesses characteristics commonly used to define small groups and small 

group communication.  The group size (4) fits within the ranges specified by Johnson and Johnson (1982) and 



Burgoon et al. (1974) to qualify as a small group.  Also as required by Burgoon et al., the members of the group 

under study had frequent interaction, interdependent goals (the generation of the report and the obtaining of a 

suitable grade), identified with the group and the product, and could readily recall contributions to the on-going 

conversation via the online transcript.  The only group quality lacking was face-to-face contact, but Burgoon et al. 

appear to require this close proximity to allow interaction.  While some channels of communication are missing 

when employing CMC the group members were able to have extensive verbal interaction. 

In particular, the view of Fisher (1980) of a group as a collection (three or more) of interdependent 

individuals who influence and are influenced by each other solely by communication exchanges is satisfied.  Fisher's 

model of group process is developed from examination of leaderless group discussion and here in this situation no 

one participant held an externally assigned leadership position.  In addition, Fisher's picture of the group decision 

making process involves tackling problems that do not have one "correct" solution.  He is concerned with the 

situation where the "correctness" of a solution or decision is determined by the level of group consensus achieved.  

In the setting under study, whether or not the final paper submitted satisfied the criteria laid down by the assignment 

instructions could only be assessed subjectively.  Thus the decision making involved in the report production 

required consensus development. 

 

Analysis of Acts 
 

A total of 111 messages were posted between the initial group formation and the submission of the final 

paper. These contributions were distributed between the four group members, A, B, C, and D and the course 

instructor, E, as shown in Figure 2. Fisher (1980) notes that some comments serve a strictly procedural function and 

he excludes these from the analysis. A similar approach was taken for this study, but unlike Fisher's research where 

few procedural messages were found during group interaction, here 34 or 31% of the conference notes served to 

introduce members, set administrative details, or exchange information to solve technical problems. This larger 

number of procedural messages probably reflects a lack of familiarity with the technology and the relative isolation 

produced by the medium. 

Figure 2: Message Distribution 

Participant Message 
    Function 

A B C D E 

Totals 

Discussion 19 22 16 20 0 77 

Procedural 14 9 0 6 5 34 

Totals 33 31 16 26 5 111 

 

Many conference messages showed multiple functions. Fisher indicates that if an uninterrupted comment 

performs two functions it should be considered as two units but suggests that in face-to-face group settings nearly all 

comments are single acts. Here 34 of the 77 discussion messages contained two or three units, one of which may 

have been procedural. This finding agrees with that of Hiltz and Turoff (1981) where in group conferences the ratio 

of number of messages sent to the number received was 17.2:1. To maintain conversations with such a high 

exchange ratio a single output must address more than one input. 



To indicate which decision proposal is being addressed by an act, Fisher's notation of O# to label the 

original presentation of an idea and D# to mark each subsequent time the proposal is referenced is used. Thus 1an,02 

shows an act first presenting the second decision proposal and 2u,D2 is a subsequent unfavourable substantiation. 

The complete interaction analysis is shown in Figure 3. 

Figure 3: Analysis of Conference Notes 
Note 

# 
Con-
trib- 
utor 

Acts & 
Decision Proposals 

or 
Procedural Task 

Note 
# 

Con-
trib- 
utor 

Acts & 
Decision Proposals 

or 
Procedural Task 

Note 
# 

Con-
trib- 
utor 

Acts & 
Decision Proposals 

or 
Procedural Task 

1 D introduction 38 D 2f,D8/4,D3 75 D 2f,D7 
2 B introduction 39 D 2f,D7/2f,D3 76 D 2an,D1 
3 A introduction 40 B 1f,D9/1f,D8 77 D administration 
4 A technical information 41 B 2f,D9/admin 78 A 2an,D7/1ab,D3 
5 A technical information 42 D administration 79 A 2u,D8 
6 C 1an,O1/1an,O2 43 D 3,D7 80 B 2f,D7 
7 A 1f,D1/1f,D2 44 C 2f,d9/2f,D7 81 B administration 
8 A technical information 45 B 1f,D7 82 B 1f,D6 
9 E administration 46 D 4,D7 83 C 2an,D7/2f,D12 

10 B 2f,D1/1an,O3/1an,O4 47 D 2f,D7 84 B administration 
11 C 2f,D4/tech info/1f,D1 48 D 2f,D7 85 E administration 
12 B 1f,D3/admin/1f,O5 49 D 1f,O10 86 A administration 
13 E administration 50 D 1f,O11 87 B administration 
14 A administration 51 B tech info/2f,D8/tech inf 88 A 2f,D6 
15 A technical information 52 A 2f,D7 89 B 5,D6 
16 A 2f,O6 53 A 2f,D6 90 A administration 
17 E administration 54 B 5,D7 91 A 2f,D10/3,D3 
18 E administration 55 B 1f,D6 92 A 6,D8/admin 
19 C 1an,O7/tech info/1f,D6 56 B 2f,D10/2f,D8/2f,D3 93 A administration 
20 A 1f,D7/tech info 57 D 2f,D9 94 B administration 
21 B technical information 58 D 2f,D9 95 B 2f,D10/2f,D8 
22 C 3,D7 59 D 2f,D9 96 B 2f,D8/1f,D9 
23 B 1f,D6/4,D6/tech info 60 C 2f,D1 97 A admin/1ab,D8 
24 A tech info/1f,D6 61 C 2f,D1 98 A 2ab,D8 
25 C 2f,D1/3,D7 62 C 2f,D1 99 A administration 
26 B 2f,O8/admin 63 C 2f,D1 100 A administration 
27 B administration 64 C 2f,D1 101 B 2f,D6/2f,D8 
28 C admin/3,D8 65 C 2f,D1 102 D 5,D6 
29 C 3,D6 66 C 2f,D1 103 D 2f,D7 
30 A 4,D6/2f,D7 67 B 1f,D1 104 D 2ab,D1 
31 A 2f,D7 68 B administration 105 A 2u,D1/admin/2u,D3 
32 A administration 69 D administration 106 A administration 
33 B admin/3,D8/1f,D6 70 D administration 107 A 2f,D9/2f,D8 
34 B administration 71 D 2f,D7 108 B 1f,D6 
35 D admin/1an,O9 72 D 1an,O12 109 A admin/1u,D1 
36 B 2f,D9 73 B 2u,D7/2f,D12 110 A 4,D1 
37 D administration 

 

74 D 3,D7 

 

111 A group product 

 
A total of twelve decision proposals were introduced during the conference, beginning with O1 and O2 in 

note 6. Discussion of these proposals was spread throughout the conference with proposal 1 still an item of concern 

in the second last message. 

 



Analysis of Interacts 
 

In the communication examples presented by Fisher (1980) sequences of acts all address a single decision 

proposal.  In this case interacts are just pairs of adjacent acts.  The asynchronous nature of CMC and the differing 

schedules of the four group members meant that sequential conference notes were often unrelated and made 

comments on separate decision proposals.  Thus it makes little sense to link these pairs.  Instead all the acts (Dn) 

related to a single proposal (On) were arranged in order and these sequences were used to generate interacts.  Two of 

the twelve decision proposals, O5 and O11, produced no subsequent comments and thus no interacts are recorded 

for these.  The contiguity analysis matrices for the remaining ten proposals are presented in Figures 4 to 13.  

Figure 4: Decision Proposal 1   Figure 5: Decision Proposal 2 

  Subsequent Acts    Subsequent Acts 
 1f 1u 1ab 1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6  1f 1u 1ab1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6 

1f     2   1     1f             

1u          1   1u             

1ab             1ab             

1an 1            1an 1            

2f 2    6        2f             

2u  1           2u             

2ab      1       2ab             

2an       1      2an             

3             3             

4             4             
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Figure 6: Decision Proposal 3   Figure 7: Decision Proposal 4 

  Subsequent Acts    Subsequent Acts 
 1f 1u 1ab 1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6  1f 1u 1ab1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6 

1f          1   1f             

1u             1u             

1ab         1    1ab             

1an 1            1an     1        

2f   1  1        2f             

2u             2u             

2ab             2ab             

2an             2an             

3      1       3             

4     1        4             

5             5             
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Figure 8: Decision Proposal 6   Figure 9: Decision Proposal 7 

  Subsequent Acts    Subsequent Acts 
 1f 1u 1ab 1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6  1f 1u 1ab1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6 

1f 2    2    1 1   1f         1 1   

1u             1u             

1ab             1ab             

1an             1an 1            

2f 2          2  2f 1    4 1  2 1  1  

2u             2u         1    

2ab             2ab             

2an             2an     2        

3          1   3     3    1    

4 2            4     1        

5 1    1        5     1        
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Figure 10: Decision Proposal 8   Figure 11: Decision Proposal 9 

  Subsequent Acts    Subsequent Acts 
 1f 1u 1ab 1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6  1f 1u 1ab1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6 

1f     1        1f     1        

1u             1u             

1ab       1      1ab             

1an             1an     1        

2f 1  1  3 1   1    2f 1    6        

2u            1 2u             

2ab     1        2ab             

2an             2an             

3     1    1    3             

4             4             

5             5             
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Figure 12: Decision Proposal 10   Figure 13: Decision Proposal 12 

  Subsequent Acts    Subsequent Acts 
 1f 1u 1ab 1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6  1f 1u 1ab1an 2f 2u 2ab 2an 3 4 5 6 

1f     1        1f             

1u             1u             

1ab             1ab             

1an             1an     1        

2f     2        2f     1        

2u             2u             

2ab             2ab             

2an             2an             

3             3             

4             4             

5             5             
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Relation to the ISM and Decision Emergence Model 
 

That the treatment of decision proposals is non-linear can be seen by an examination of Figure 3, the analysis of the 

conference notes.  The first decision proposal (O1) was introduced with note 8 and responded to three times in the next five 

messages.  The issue then lay almost dormant until the sixtieth note, with only note 25 making reference to D1.  Between 

messages 60 and 76 the proposal was elaborated on by C and addressed by B and D a total of nine times.  Discussion on the topic 

was then again set aside only to resurface in the closing messages of the conference.  While other decision proposals did not 

concern the group for the full length of the project their treatment still proceeded in a similar sporadic manner. 

The decision making progress described by Fisher (1980) was not generally in evidence, but the discussion 

of O7, the most extensively debated issue, approximated Fisher's model.  As with all proposals in this group project 

there were few unfavourable acts but the three attempts at clarification (notes 22, 25 and 43) and the direct 

modification in note 46 suggest some early problems with the issue.  After the modification there is still some 

opposition but by the end of debate there is consensus with B and D indicating support (2f) and A and C adopting 

ambiguously neutral positions (2an). 

The more typical progress, or lack of, shown in the discussion of proposal number one is symptomatic of 

problems with this particular group.  This idea was initiated with an ambiguously neutral act from C and given 

almost immediate support from A (1f) and B (2f).  While the concept lay dormant for the group it was being actively 

pursued by C beyond the bounds of the conference.  Thus this member submitted a series of seven favourable 

elaboration acts (2f) at the mid-point of the group's life (notes 60-66).  Again the proposal was supported by B (1f) 

and it would appear that consensus had been reached.  But as the project came to a close A expressed opposition (2u, 

1u) while D finally entered the debate with ambiguous statements.  Finally A, the editor of the paper, in the closing 

moments of the conference made significant alterations in C’s submissions.  Thus group agreement was never 

obtained. 

This situation is one identified by Fisher (1980) and stems from the lack of feedback, especially of a 

negative nature.  Feedback serves to condition the action of others.  The failure of A and D to provide negative 



feedback on C’s initial proposal would lead to an assumption on C’s part that there was general agreement and that 

the concept should be elaborated.  The preponderance of acts expressing support for all proposals (1f and 2f) and the 

lack of units identified as 1u or 2u suggests that the participants were trying too hard to maintain group harmony. 

The pressures of the short time-line for the project meant that the group could not afford to become bogged 

down in protracted debates.  Thus members may have suspended their negative comments.  Fisher (1980) notes that 

time pressures may lead to a short-circuiting of the process of consensus development and suggests that the usual 

alternative selected is voting with majority rule.  Here the isolation provided by CMC allowed members to attempt 

another short-cut for the elimination of unpopular proposals, letting them die through lack of feedback.  Two of the 

proposals (O5 and O11) generated no response and two others (O2 and O4) resulted in only one interact.  

Communication at times developed into multiple monologues as identified by Siegel et al. (1986). 

This lack of full open debate upon decision proposals means that in turn the phases of the Decision 

Emergence Model are not distinct.  Looking at the acts that submitted the twelve proposals reveals some pattern.  

Early suggestions (O1 to O4) were introduced with weak ambiguous acts (1an or 1ab).  Beginning with proposal 

five the introductory statements became more positive with 2f acts used for O6 and O8.  This commitment drops off 

again for the last four suggestions which are posed with 1f and 1an acts. 

A somewhat similar pattern is observed when intensity of debate is considered.  With the exception of O1, 

early proposals did not generate many responses, with a maximum of seven interacts for O3.  Proposals six, seven, 

and eight elicited the greatest discussion generating 15, 22, and 14 interacts respectively.  Again with O9 interaction 

drops off with only a maximum of three interacts for the last three proposals.  Also the very few negative comments 

submitted were directed towards the mid-term proposals, O7 and O8. 

These patterns suggest that there is an Orientation phase lasting until about message 16, the point at which 

proposal six is introduced.  This evidence also points to the end of the Conflict phase somewhere around note 35, the 

submission point of O9.  But, this is contradicted by the occurrence of the strongest negative acts (2u and 6) much 

later at notes 92 and 105.  Thus the transition from Conflict to Emergence phases is masked by the general lack of 

unfavourable acts. 

There is evidence of reinforcement with the treatment given to proposals eleven and twelve.  Fisher has 

observed that once a group has established a position, new proposals that might cause a shift are often rejected 

without rational debate.  Suggestion O11, posed in message 50, received no response and O12, presented in note 72 

generated only two interacts.  Both suggested topics did not end up in the final paper, but were just silently dropped. 

Fisher suggests that there are changes in networks that go along with the passage from phase to phase as 

coalitions form and then break.  Such a pattern can not be observed in this group's activity as the absence of 

vigorous debate reduces the chance of coalitions forming.  Communication links, or network patterns that have a 

temporary life, appear to be a function of who is active at any one time.  Group members are "present" only during 

periods when they are able to log-on regularly.  If schedules do not permit members time to access the conference 

they will not be included in conversations although there has been no overt of to exclude them. 

 



Problems with ISM Interaction Analysis 
 

Trenholm (1985), in listing objections to interaction analysis schemes, notes the problem of producing 

consistent coding.  There is certainly room for debate in the assignment of categories for this study.  First, many 

messages performed multiple functions and it was difficult to precisely divide a note into distinct acts.  A message 

might indicate general satisfaction with progress and cite a couple of previously developed points.  How to assign 

the favourable acts to specific decision proposals became a problem. 

Many acts labeled 2f contained extensive elaboration upon the original proposal and might have deserved a 

label of 4, indicating modification.  Fisher’s (1990) observation that the frequency of modification acts is low 

suggested the use of 2f.  Related to this problem is the treatment of a series of substantiation acts all submitted at the 

same conferencing session.  When developing a group essay it is likely that project participants will need to provide 

relatively long messages fleshing out their ideas.  CMC etiquette suggests that such long messages should be broken 

down into shorter more readable units.  This results in a series of 2f acts as in this case submitted by C in messages 

60 to 67.  Should these be grouped and treated as a single act? 

When comments are extensive, messages the identification of antecedent and subsequent acts is a problem.  

A note may reference a specific detail about a decision proposal, a detail not contained in the most recent previous 

comment on the proposal but one mentioned several acts before.  Which acts should then be combined to create an 

interact? 

Fisher ignores all procedural messages and regards them as unimportant from the point of view of decision 

making.  This may be true for face-to-face gatherings where there are numerous communication channels for 

interaction.  In the case of CMC, notes solving technical problems for fellow group members and announcing at 

what time in the future one will be rejoining the conference serve to strengthen group bonds.  While such messages 

do not fit into any of Fisher's interaction analysis categories, possibly another label is required. 

Finally there is the question of whether or not the analysis truly included all messages related to the project.  

PARTICIPATE includes a person to person mail system.  As notes sent via this channel are private they would not 

appear in the conference transcript.  In a study of another graduate course, offered in a similar manner, Harasim 

(1997) found that during group activity the number of personal messages was about equal to that of the group 

conference notes.  Thus it is quite possible that some group members engaged in private conversations and these 

could have included the missing negative comments and coalitions. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Although there appears to him some problems in applying the ISM interaction analysis technique to group 

communication via computer, the careful examination of message content and function gives extensive information.  

This information is valuable for a full investigation of group decision making and problem solving via CMC.  The 

interaction style of analysis leads in a good direction but the rules may require alteration to fit the new medium. 

The group under study in this research did not fully demonstrate features of the Interact System Model 

either with single decisions or with overall group progress.  This lack of total agreement with the ISM may be more 



a function of the particular group than any problem with the model.  Other group projects conducted via CMC need 

to be analyzed to further test the model. 
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