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ABSTRACT
This research investigates how territoriality, or the expression of proprietary attachment in relation to an object, might be expressed within a distributed community of practice. In this proposal, I discuss the theoretical framework in which I define this concept and describe characteristic behaviors of territoriality, such as personalization.  I then extend the expression of territoriality beyond previous work observing the characteristic behaviors in physical space in two key ways: 1) the object in question is cognitive, such as an idea and 2) the social context is within a virtual distributed community.  Lastly, I describe two case studies which observe emergent territorial behaviors in distributed communities.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Consider the number of pain points that emerge when large groups, work together to produce artifacts and knowledge.  Because of the shared resources involved in any successful collaboration, territoriality is an important social construct that can be studied in relation to the success and the health of group work. However, in collaborative work, such expressions of ownership may be detrimental to the task at hand, especially if territoriality prevents members of the group from sharing vital information with one another.  On the other hand, without a certain level of proprietary attachment, individual commitment to the group task may wane, resulting in less effective collaboration.

Territoriality can be defined as behaviors expressive of feelings of ownership toward some object, whether physical, social or cognitive [2]. The behavior that is most associated with the expression of territoriality is marking, “placing an object or substance into a space to indicate one’s territorial intentions [4, p. 120].”  Marking can be accomplished through physical or symbolic means.  Personalization is a specific type of marking in a way that indicates one’s identity [2], such as the modification or decoration of a physical space, such as an office cubicle.  By marking or personalizing an object, an individual is expressing his or her proprietary attachment through active control. Conversely, territoriality can be expressed through defensive means as well.  Password protecting a file or locking one’s door prevents physical access to proprietary objects.  These defensive behaviors can be symbolic in nature as well.  For example, members of a group may choose to use a very specific insider terminology in order to keep outsiders from gaining access to a social territory [5], such as an online community.   

The expression of territoriality has been linked to one’s status within a social hierarchy, suggesting that in some contexts, those with lower status would be more willing to defend territory while higher status members would exhibit more controlling behaviors [1]. This relationship is complex, yet relatively unstudied, in relation to human behavior as opposed to the flight or fight reaction to dominance in the animal community.  In the social context of a large organization, the members of lower status communities of practice may exhibit and express more defensive territorial behaviors because they feel relatively powerless while higher status members may use marking behaviors to reinforce their positions within the organizational hierarchy.
Prior research about territoriality has focused on physical space or physical objects but less work has been conducted regarding the expression of proprietary ownership of intangible objects, such as ideas, roles or group membership [1].  Individuals can feel ownership towards their organization, the products created within that organization, and their work as well [7].  However, the concept of territoriality in relation to cognitive objects is more complicated in that the violation of territory in physical space is binary (i.e. there is only room for one car in a parking space).  For example, a person may not be territorial about an idea itself but instead feels possessive about the credit assigned to the idea.  

In my dissertation research, I focus on the following research questions:

· How is territoriality expressed in relation to cognitive objects?

· How is territoriality expressed in the context of distributed communities?

2. METHODOLOGY

To answer these research questions, I have proposed two case studies to empirically examine the expression of territoriality within distributed communities.  

2.1 Social Tagging within Sub-Communities of Practice

Since the initial launch of Dogear [6], IBM has implemented tagging on many shared resources, such as an internal blogging tool and a contact information database, as a way to encourage social browsing, discovery and information sharing.  Besides these benefits, social tagging might be characterized as a type of personalization in which the tagger can advertise his or her expertise and interests as well as broadcast one’s membership within a community.  We also propose that within the context of a large organization, small communities of practice may be more likely to develop their own tagging taxonomy to define the boundaries of membership, similar to Goffman’s observation regarding language as a symbolic marker of group membership [5].  

We are conducting a field study in which we are observing members of two sub-communities of practice in the organization: project managers and user experience designers.  Semi-structured interviews are currently being conducted with a sample of 40 individuals (20 from each community), stratified by tagging activity.  Coding for the interviews will be influenced by grounded theory [8] in that there will be two rounds of interviewing and the questions for the second round will be influenced by the themes emerging from the analysis from the first round.

Simultaneously, we are conducting multi-dimensional scaling on the tags generated by the self-identified members of each community in a selection of four systems (social bookmarking, blogging, the contact database, team repository) as compared to the project management or user experience communities at large to determine on a larger scale if there is convergence in semantic choice within these smaller groups.  Through these two avenues of analysis, I hope to observe emergent forms of territoriality and evaluate the efficacy of social tagging in supporting these sub-communities of practice.  

2.2 Status & Territoriality within Wikipedia

We use Wikipedia as the context to observe the effect of status on the expression of territoriality in a distributed online community.    As previous research suggests, long-standing Wikipedians become invested in the health of the community as a whole [3] and increased feelings of ownership regarding the community may occur.  Despite the ease of editing other’s work afforded by wiki technology, we propose that territorial behaviors might still emerge within the social structures of a large, distributed community such as Wikipedia, especially as processes become more formalized and rules and policies are enacted [9].  In this case, the cognitive object of ownership is the community itself.

To determine status in Wikipedia, we will examine the actions of the editors who have been elected as administrators.  They are voted upon according to several criteria, including quality of edits, and commitment to the community.  Editors turn to administrators for advice in a variety of matters and are considered to be some of the most trusted members of the Wikipedia community.

Again, we will focus on two methods of data collection by using semi-structured interviews with a purposeful sample of administrators and content and log analysis of administrator site activity.   The interviews will be coded in a grounded theory-type analysis to determine possible territorial expressions of behavior, such as marking or personalization, and the results from this stage will inform the development of proxy measures of territoriality that will inform how log analysis will be conducted.

3. CONTRIBUTIONS

The main contribution of this dissertation will be the construction of an explanatory model that describes the expression of territoriality as related to intangible cognitive objects.  This model will have implications for the design of systems in the field of computer-supported cooperative work, especially those that deal with shared intellectual and cognitive resources.  The described research will also add to the body of knowledge regarding the behavior of sub-communities in relation to their positions within a larger organization.  Finally, I hope to bridge the methodological gap between large-view macro-scale analysis and on-the-ground observations and interviews, such that future research might be able to recognize the complementarities of both approaches to studies of large communities.
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