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ABSTRACT 

This thesis contributes to the knowledge of how computer-mediated communication and 
information sharing works in large groups and networks. In more detail, the research question 
put forward is: in large sharing networks, what concerns do end-users have regarding to 
whom to provide material? A theoretical framework of gift-giving was applied to identify, 
label and classify qualitative end-user concerns with provision. The data collection was 
performed through online ethnographical research methods in two large sharing networks, one 
music-oriented and one photo-oriented. The methods included forum message elicitation, 
online interviews, application use and observation. The result of the data collection was a total 
of 1360 relevant forum messages. A part from this there are also 27 informal interview logs, 
field notes and samples of user profiles and sharing policies. The qualitative analysis led up to 
a model of relationships based on the observation that many users experienced conflicts of 
interest between various groups of receivers and that these conflicts, or social dilemmas, 
evoked concerns regarding public and non-public provision of material. The groups of 
potential recipients were often at different relationship levels. The levels ranged from the 
individual (ego), to the small group of close peers (micro), to a larger network of 
acquaintances (meso) to the anonymous larger network (macro). From a gifting point of view, 
the most interesting conflicts are those that do not involve the ego level. It is argued that an 
important focal point for analysis of cooperation and conflict is situated in the relations 
between these levels. Deepened studies and analysis also revealed needs to address dynamic 
recipient groupings, the need to control the level of publicness of both digital material and its 
metadata (tags, contacts, comments and links to other networks) and that users often refrained 
from providing material unless they felt able to control its direction. A central conclusion is 
that public and non-public gifting need to co-emerge in large sharing networks and that non-
public gifting might be an important factor for the support of continued provision of goods in 
sustainable networks and communities. 

This work has been partially supported by the Graduate School for Human-Machine 
Interaction.
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Introduction 

The papers in this thesis cover public and non-public aspects of online sharing. 
In general, they address sociotechnical practices and effects of multiple user 
systems, where mediated human-to-human resource sharing, interaction and 
communication is central. In particular, they examine gifts (for a working 
definition of ‘gift’ see later in the Introduction chapter) and their ‘directions’, in 
online venues. The studies have focused on end-user concerns in recreational 
domains, where people share material ‘for fun’ or for more communicative 
reasons - as opposed to ‘work-related’ reasons (although this is an increasingly 
tricky distinction to make) (Bakardjieva, 2004). A helpful conceptual question 
when addressing the provision of goods and services in groups is ‘what is given 
to whom, how and why?’ To this point, this thesis will cover end-user concerns 
regarding to whom to provide material. Nevertheless, ongoing research is 
intented to fully investigate all parts of this question and present it in more 
comprehesive future work. 

Problem Area and Motivation 

Over the past couple of years the popularity of online sharing has increased 
enormously. As a complement to simple web-browsing and e-mail retrieval, 
end-users are part-taking in sharing networks of various kinds. These networks 
are often large-scale, attracting several thousands of simultaneous members. One 
central activity in sharing networks and communities is the provision of goods. 
There are many practical circumstances and theoretical insights, which indicate 
that the digital realm presents aspects which add to the complexity of provision 
of material. One large debate, which revolves around many of these aspects is 
the vivid intellectual property debate. Worldwide, numerous, anonymous 
relations, combined with digitalized, reproducible, easily transferable goods has 
created a practice which is much contended by certain actors, while embraced by 
others. In either case, the very debate indicates that there might be parameters of 
online sharing that are creating a unique and different practice compared to 
traditional sharing.  

Additionally, we are seeing individually owned material being shared to a larger 
extent (see paper III for an example), much material is being initially released 
under public domain licenses (by artists and authors) and technical 
advancements are making more types of digital goods more easily 
(re)distributed in general. Two concurrent trends, which are of special relevance 
to this thesis is: first, that we are seeing indications that file-sharing is 
increasingly ‘going social’ (Shirky, 2003, Mello, 2004, Kaye, 2004), where 
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emerging subcommunities play an increasing part in the sharing ecology; and 
second, that social-networking applications are increasingly including, what has 
been referred to as ‘rich media’ (i.e. photos, music, videos etc.) (Roush, 2005). 
With these tendencies, qualitative concerns of sharing are likely to become more 
important to end-users. However, we know surprisingly little about qualitative 
concerns and dimensions of digital goods provision. As Jones (1995) points out 
(borrowing from (Carey, 1989)):  

[…] much of our energy has been directed toward understanding the 
speed and volume with which computers can be used as 
communication tools. Conspicuously absent is an understanding of 
how computers are used as tools for connection and community. 
(p.12) 

Even though the quote above is not entirely true – there has since 1995 been 
many research efforts on community and social communication – the 
understanding of qualitative concerns of provision is still immature. A question, 
which is raised by the trends reported above, is whether simple cost-benefit (or 
other superficial quantitative) analyses are capable of taking the increasing 
qualitative concerns into account? Gift-giving (or ‘gifting’) has been a major part 
of studies on ‘traditional’ cultures, communities and social networks for quite 
some time. As we shall see, gifting is very much concerned with the qualitative 
aspects of sharing, such as social bonds and reciprocity. Another reason to study 
gifting in online venues is to examine the potential existence of people who give 
because they find it rewarding on other terms than social or self-centered. In that 
regard gifting seems like a viable and promising approach in drawing a 
complete picture of online sharing. A first step is to more clearly review what is 
meant by gifting.  

Theoretical background: A working definition of gifting 

The purpose of this section is to provide a background that helps to trace and 
expand on the definition of gifting used in the included papers. The research 
approach has been quite pragmatic and exploratory, but still, it requires a review 
of previous indications on the importance and meaning of gifting. 

The gift-giving literature consistently highlights the division between the 
rationales of the market and the rationales of personal relations (as upheld by 
gifts). As a result, voices have been raised suggesting that the ‘simple’ models of 
profit, trade and exchange are insufficient for explaining the gift (Berking, 1999, 
Godbout and Caillé, 1992, Kolm, 2000, Bell, 1991, Klamer, 2003). Thus, we 
arguably need to turn to other models of explanation when dealing with gifting 
behavior. This thesis turns to bodies of work in anthropology, sociology, 
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sociopsychology, and to some extent economy, in order to provide a background 
on ‘traditional’ gift-giving. The survey has no claims of being complete – gift-
giving has been extensively covered and a comprehensive walk-through of the 
entire works would require more space than this thesis can provide. 
Nevertheless, the included attempts at definitions are important for two reasons: 
first, since they make up a body of comparison between traditional (non-
mediated) and technology-mediated (digital) gifting; and second since they 
provide a working definition of gift-giving. 

What actually constitutes a gift has been much debated. Gifts have been 
suggested to be relationship signals (Goffman, 1971) and expressing love caring 
and trust (Cheal, 1987). They have also been described as normative ideas, 
judgments and expressions of taste (Berking, 1999) as well as supporters of 
transactive memories (Wegner et al., 1991). Generally, the gifting literature is 
concerned with two major modes of transfer: reciprocity and ‘pure’ gift-giving 
(the other two major modes being coercion and exchange). Reciprocity refers to 
the motivation or process of returning gifts – to treat others as you have been, or 
wish to be, treated yourself (for more detail on reciprocity, see the section on 
“reciprocal ambiguity”), while pure gift-giving refers to the disinterested gift, in 
which you give without an expectation of a return. As the survey will show there 
is no real consensus regarding the existence, or non-existence of pure gifts and 
altruism, and consequently there is a ‘scale of rigor’ regarding the definitions of 
gifting. In this brief summary of gift-giving, three characteristics of gifts and gift-
giving are considered: values, motivations and reciprocal ambiguity. 

Bonding Value 

Social relationships and bonds are important and common elements in the gift-
giving literature. Consider for example this quote: 

[…] giving and taking are also the elementary activities through 
which sociability became rich in evolutionary chances, and upon 
which any community-building process still rests. (Berking, 1999, p. 
31) 

This also indicates the interactional elements between giving and taking. A 
giving act requires a receiving party. The more objective characteristics of things 
and the more intimate qualities of personal relationships melt together in gifts. 

This is also illustrated by Godbout & Caillé (1992) who reason about the different 
values of gifts: 

Exchange Value – the quantitative value used for measuring interchange 
ratios 
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Use Value – refers to the strict material use or “the way things work” 

Bonding Value – its value in the world of ties and their reinforcement 

Importantly, they state that if a transfer of goods is not primarily of bonding 
value it can not be seen as a gift. The persons participating in the gift relationship 
are not only means or mediators, but rather an important element of the gift 
(Bell, 1991), giving or receiving a gift reflecting something more than just the 
object itself or its monetary equivalence (in fact the possible reversion to 
monetary terms is often a hint of frustration and disillusionment). Said another 
way, the same object with the same exchange value has different bonding value 
depending on the sorts of relationships in which it occurs. The currency in 
gifting situations, so to speak, is not quantitative, but qualitative. Hence, if gifts 
are more than simple transfers of possessions they could be seen as concerned 
with manifestation of social approximation and formation of reciprocity. Indeed, 
almost all literature on gifting includes the importance of social relationships (as 
one vector of bonding value).  

The transformation from resource to gift occurs through the vehicles 
of social relationships and giving occasions (Sherry, 1983, p. 160) 

Another account of values of gifts is presented by Bell (1991). In his work, the 
gift is discussed in abstract terms of ‘utility equivalence’, which refers to an 
exchange relation in which each side is expected to experience a balance of value. 
The definition of value is very indistinct in this case (‘somehow defined’). Bell 
starts out by stating that the value of utility is subjective – it may be hard to 
make interpersonally valid comparisons of utility values. In other words people 
value gifts differently. However, Bell argues, in practice, the value of the gift to 
the receiver can be measured by reference to the reciprocal response the initial 
gift generates. A problem with this approach is that, in order to distinguish 
reciprocity from pure exchange, the nature of reciprocity needs to be temporally 
and pragmatically vague, ambiguous and non-contractual.  

Gift-giving belongs to the sphere of ‘practical knowledge’ in Anthony 
Gidden’s terms: without being conscious of the exact rules, we know 
how to play the game. And precisely because it belongs to this 
sphere, gift exchange may be considered an extremely powerful 
means to reproduce, or transform (disturb, or end) social 
relationships.    
    (Komter, 1996, p.313) 

This means that gifts carry a lot of flexibility, uncertainty and indetermination, 
which indicates that they cannot be reduced to a mechanical law or a closed 
system. As soon as an explicit contract, with clear statements of exchange terms, 
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is established we are no longer gifting as such. So, to actually define or conclude 
what specific gift generates a specific reciprocal return is consequentially 
problematic, to say the least. Let’s say that in return for helping my neighbor 
mow his or her lawn, I (after some time) receive advice in relation to a difficult 
personal situation. First, the reduction of this process into two interrelated 
instances might prove very hard. Second, even if we could do this, the subjective 
value of the utility certainly depends on the relation these two persons have (i.e. 
the advice, in this case, certainly has different utility value depending on who 
gives it), which again suggests that to actually say something more meaningful 
about the value, we have to address its social context. Utility value as such is 
certainly part of the gift, but we need to examine the specifics of the relation to 
properly understand and make use of it. This further advocates the importance 
of examining actual gifting needs, objectives and other circumstances in the 
authentic contexts from which they arise. 

However, an interesting result from the use of utility equivalence is the paradox 
that altruism and pseudo-reciprocities become hard to distinguish. This is due to 
two assumptions about gift-giving. First, altruists are ‘other-oriented’ and thus 
interested in maximizing the benefit for others (i.e. present gifts to those who are 
likely to appreciate them the most). Second, by gifting to persons who need it the 
most, the utility value for the receiver is judged as higher and thus the estimated 
reciprocal return is likely to be higher. A person interested in pseudo-
reciprocities (i.e. situations where gifts are presented in order to maximize the 
return one gets from it) would also have to present gifts to those who are likely 
to appreciate them the most, since this is where the probability of receiving the 
most is higher. However, Komter (1996) presents contradictory results which 
states that if I have plenty resources to give (which I also give), I’m more likely to 
receive – something which has been said to constitute a psychological fact (Kolm, 
2000). A conclusion that can be drawn from this is that gifts are not presented to 
those who would appreciate them the most (in Komters interpretation ‘those 
who have very little’), but rather those who already have – a so called ‘St 
Matthew effect’. So, what these tentative discussions are meant to illustrate is 
that, not only is gifting very concerned with social bonding values, but to be able 
to distinguish seemingly altruistic motives from pseudo-reciprocities and other 
motivations, it is not enough to look at ‘quantitative’ surface. We need to 
examine the specific characteristics and dimensions of situations of gifting, not 
only as abstract concepts or quantitative surface. 

Other-orientation 

Another way to approach the gift is through other-orientation, which has also 
been suggested to constitute the ‘deepest’ property of the gift (Kolm, 2000). In 
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the words of Kolm: “The motivations considered will have to be much more 
varied, complex and subtle (and interesting) than only strict self-interest.” As 
seen in this quote, other oriented motivations are often naturally contrasted 
against self-centered motivations, and seen as the opposite of such. Typical 
examples of specific other-oriented motivations are the will to contribute to 
others welfare without thoughts of a return and a ‘moral obligation’ to help 
those who are in need (of something specific) (Komter, 1996). As previously 
hinted at, the existence of pure other-orientation is debated (for an overview see 
(Osteen, 2003)). Cynics and neoclassical economists would consider any type of 
altruism as covert pure selfishness (i.e. there’s always a strict and measurable 
selfish motive backgrounding apparently altruistic acts – “there’s no such thing 
as a free lunch”). Others consider self-interest to be a part of the gift, but 
expanding the notion of self-centeredness (Bollier, 2001): 

It is a mistake, also, to regard the gift economy simply as a high-
minded preserve for altruism. It is rather, a different way of pursuing 
self-interest. In a gift economy one’s ‘self-interest’ has a much 
broader, more humanistic feel than the utilitarian rationalism of 
economic theory. Furthermore, the positive externalities can feed on 
eachother and expand.  (Bollier, 2001) 

Yet others broaden the notion of altruism, considering intrinsic rewards as parts 
of altruism, but an ‘impure’ such (Andreoni, 1990, Andreoni, 1989). What these 
instances show is that where to draw the line for what’s considered as pure self-
centered and pure other-oriented motivations and behavior is not a simple task. 
Not only are there philosophical issues concerning ‘where to put altruism’, but 
there are also practical situations where, for example, self-centered motivations 
result in very other-oriented actions (and vice versa, of course). These ‘in-the-end 
altruistic’ outcomes can be a result of the ‘setting’ of the gift act.  Which makes 
an important point of trying to establish ways of describing the, in the case of 
this thesis, sociotechnical setting and circumstances of the gift in order to 
understand what makes certain motivations and acts result in certain outcomes. 

Reciprocal ambiguity 

Reciprocity is a very central term when examining the gift and its circumstances. 
It refers to the informal transfer of goods and services – something that is a part 
of almost all societies and communities. Three types of reciprocity are generally 
considered: 

  Generalized reciprocity (sometimes also referred to as positive reciprocity) 

  Balanced reciprocity 

  Negative reciprocity 
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Notably, there is a slight disagreement in the literature on the use of the term 
generalized reciprocity. Some state that generalized reciprocity is when one 
gives without any expectation of a return, while most others mean that it refers 
more to a temporal and personal ambiguity (i.e. that one expects something in 
return, but that from whom, what it consists of or the time of the return is left 
unspecified). What is argued to make the interaction ’reciprocal’ in the first case 
is the intrinsic rewards (to the gifter), and the social bonds that the gift promotes. 
In any case, generalized reciprocity is said to mostly occur within a group of 
closely related people (i.e. small village, clan, family or other kin group) where 
trust is high. 

Balanced reciprocity occurs when the terms and amount of exchange is judged as 
equal and fair. It is not necessary immediate, but there’s an expectation of an 
equivalent some time in the future. The social ties between gifters and recipients 
are weaker compared to generalized reciprocity, and in case of an absent 
reciprocation the relation grows even weaker. Someone who only accepts gifts 
without compensating them in any form or at any time, will be increasingly 
overlooked for succeeding gifts. This is common with such social groups as co-
workers, friends, neighbors and relatives. 

Negative reciprocity (sometimes called ‘barter’) occurs where the prototypical 
relationship is to be a stranger and there is little or no trust established. The 
reciprocal return is expected immediately and each party tries to maximize their 
own benefit.  

Yet another form of reciprocity which is visible in the literature is moral 
reciprocity. This suggests that humans often tend to balance the return of both 
caring and harming reciprocations according to their idea of this caring or 
harming as being moral or immoral. This is suggested to explain situations 
where individuals go to extreme lengths to prove a point to someone, to teach 
somebody a lesson or even to punish others, which they feel have acted morally 
wrong. Likewise, there might be very little obvious benefit for someone 
reciprocating a person or cause which is seen as morally better than others. 

In relation to ‘pure gift-giving’, the most liberal definition of gift-giving, relates 
to the ‘uncertainty’ of (generalized and balanced) reciprocity. While, pure gifting 
is a disinterested one-way mode of transfer, reciprocity, as exchange, is a two-
way interrelated mode of transfer, but in contrary to exchange, reciprocity is 
vague, non-contractual, serendipitous, ambiguous, open and implicit. 

A generous interpretation of the gift considers a gift any ‘good’, 
including money, that is transferred, conveyed or transmitted from 
one party to another when the nature, the value and the timing of the 
return of an equivalent is left undetermined. 
    (Klamer, 2003, p. 243) 
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This way of defining the gift comprises many phenomena. However, it provides 
an initial starting point when reasoning about returns, other-orientation and 
values of gifts, without reducing it to strict exchange or trade. It grants an 
operationalization of gifting which allows for a continual refinement in terms of 
interrelated returns, explicit other orientation and strong social ties when these 
appear as prominent. Without necessarily reducing to cost-benefit analysis, we 
can also see that many sharings (and sharing acts) are seriously invested in 
(physically, cognitively, emotionally, socially or economically) compared to the 
‘certainty’ of when or what returns it possibly generates – arguably turning them 
into gifts. Again, this brings up the point of setting in technology-mediated 
gifting – if it’s hard for sharing users to calculate (in neoclassical terms) the 
expected returns (as is the example with many ‘socially reinforced’ values, such 
as reputation) this will have effects on the patterns of transfers. 

A small note on the terms pseudo-reciprocity and pseudo-gifting is also in order: 
there are of course obviously selfish forms of reciprocity and giving, which are 
often referred to in the literature as pseudo-reciprocities and pseudo-giving since 
they more clearly imitate the exchange mode where gifting is performed with the 
deliberate and intentional goal of generating self-beneficial returns or ‘by-
products’  (Connor, 1986). Even so, pseudo-reciprocity (and of course reciprocity 
at large) is argued to entail more than the incidental or deliberate coordination of 
selfish interests: 

Reciprocity is often the means and vector of mutual self-interest, but 
it is much more than this, as it also commonly implies positive 
sentiments and attitudes towards others which are intrinsically 
valuable and valued by all, such as gratitude, consideration, 
empathy, liking, fairness and a sense of community. 
    (Kolm, 2000, p.2) 

The argument here is that a gifting norm can add to the overall spirit and social 
well-being of the context in which it is performed, regardless of the individual 
motivations of the participants. In this sense it may be an essential part of what 
forms (sub-) communities from larger societies. 

To summarize, the term gifting in this thesis includes the concept of reciprocity – 
generalized and, to some extent, balanced – as well as ‘pure’ gift-giving. Further, 
based on the dynamics of the socio-technical settings in which gifting takes place 
(fluent relationships, white-washing, anonymity etc.), the ‘scale of rigor’ 
concerning the definitions of gifting, and the exploratory approach of the 
studies, this thesis will use a pragmatic definition of gifting based in reciprocal 
ambiguity. The interest lies in motivations and activities where it is uncertain 
(sometimes both to researcher and objects of study) what, whether or when 
someone expects or wants something in return. Naturally, bonding value, social 
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relationships and other-orientation will be considered when these are apparent 
and important parts of the actual gifting situation, but as an initial ‘looking glass’ 
in the search for gifting behavior, ambiguity is primarily considered. The main 
reason for this is that a comprehensive definition of gifting has more potential to 
include a range of diversity, subtlety and complexity than a selective one. 

Reciprocity 
 

Pure gift-giving 
 

Interrelated two-
way transfers 

Independent one-
way transfer 

Mainly of bonding value, concerning 
social relationships 

Other oriented motivation 

Vague, non-contractual, uncertain, 
ambiguous, implicit, serendipitous 

Table 1. Properties of the two modes of gifting 

Chapter summary 

This chapter has indicated that a large number of people like to participate in 
sharing networks and communities, and that current technical efforts might even 
contribute to a public increase of this interest. However, the digital and 
networked environment introduces a certain complexity to the provision of 
goods in online venues. While much attention has been given to self-centered 
getting needs and measures to force or motivate users to share more (or less), we 
see an opportunity in examining what qualitative dimensions and characteristics 
that are central to contributing end-users in sharing networks.  

In the light of that, this thesis uses a definition of gifting, based in reciprocity and 
pure gift-giving as a basis for exploration. This theory seems viable in 
investigating sharing, not only as an exchange-based, selfish and receive-
centered activity, but also as an activity that may have other backgrounding 
concerns. We will now review work that others have done to try to increase our 
understanding about online gifting. 

Related Work: Technology-mediated gifting 

The research on online gifting to date can actually be categorized by their 
emphasis on either getting or giving. The getting oriented research relies on 
studies which show that problems of sharing are related to an uneven balance 
between giving and taking (in the favor of taking) and consequently assumes 
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that the main motivation of most users is to find and retrieve material (and thus 
not provide it). This problem has been described in such terms as defecting, free-
riding and tragedy of the commons. As such, the fact that sharing networks and 
communities rely on the continuous provision of material, the main problem in 
this research approach is that users need to be motivated or enforced to provide 
material for others. In other words, this body of work is in many ways interested 
in motivating users to share more (and in certain cases, less). Many authors have 
in various social, technical and sociotechnical ways addressed this issue (Adar 
and Huberman, 2000, Feldman et al., 2004, Golle et al., 2001, Krishnan et al., 
2004, LaRose et al., 2005, Ngan et al., 2003, Premkumar, 2003, Ranganathan et al., 
2004, Sanghavi and Hajek, 2005, Shneidman and Parkes, 2003). Another research 
approach focuses more on the giving minority of sharing communities and 
networks, and has largely been devoted to understanding motivations and 
general objectives for provision (Bergquist and Ljungberg, 2001, Cooper and 
Harrison, 2001, Giesler and Pohlmann, 2002, Kollock, 1999, Lakhani and Wolf, 
2003, Zeitlyn, 2003). These are ranging from completely selfish motivations to 
motivations that can appear as seemingly altruistic (although this can of course 
be debated). A variation on the giving approach is more clearly devoted to 
understanding the other-oriented (pure or sociable) parts of provision (Skågeby 
and Pargman, 2005, Levine, 2001) and yet others have also tried to include 
design suggestions based on such an approach (Taylor and Harper, 2002, Brown 
et al., 2001, Voida et al., 2005). In summary this approach has, so far, mainly been 
devoted to understanding motivations (both selfish and other-oriented) and 
drawing theoretical design conclusions from such studies. 

Research Problem 

In online sharing networks, what concerns do end-users have regarding to whom to 
present digital material? 

The main contribution of the research reported in this thesis is that it increases 
our knowledge regarding what characteristics and dimensions of online gifting 
that are significant to end-users. Importantly, the survey leaves us with the 
conclusion that superficial quantitative measures of addressing gifting may not 
be sufficient (i.e. fueling users to share more or free-ride less). The qualitative 
understanding of what actual concerns users have may discover important 
details. A classical research question, which has been used to probe the 
circumstances of gifts, is: what is given to whom, how and why? The previous 
strong emphasis on motivations, leaves important questions to be answered 
regarding what (the properties of digital goods) is given to whom (what 
relationships) and how (the means) in online sharing venues.  The ambition of the 
line of research to which this thesis belongs is of course to provide answers to all 
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parts of this question. To this point, the current thesis will mainly discuss and 
contextualize the papers in terms of to whom digital gifts are given and more 
specifically the public and non-public gifting needs and concerns of end-users.  

For this research an interesting part of the sharing phenomenon is the co-
evolution of various social structures based on sharing practices. Even if this is 
not so much a thesis on social networks and communities in themselves (virtual 
or not), but rather on one activity, which happens to be central to communities 
and to the formation of structures, it will still address aspects of community and 
the relation between the individual and the larger group, since it is a 
circumstance which is deeply interwoven with gifting practices.  

Methodology 

We are currently observing a lot of ‘traditional’ social practices migrating 
partially or entirely online. Mediated and interpersonal experiences, 
relationships and activities are currently important parts of many people’s lives.  
As such, the digital resources used by people, in particular domains of action, 
become interesting targets of analysis and data collection (Clarke, 2000, Murray 
and Fischer, 2004, Granello and Wheaton, 2004, Kinnevy and Enosh, 2002, 
Nancarrow et al., 2001). 

It [computer-mediated communication] not only structures social 
relations, it is the space within which the relations occur and the tools 
that individuals use to enter that space. (Jones, 1995, p. 16) 

The collective research interest in the use of these resources have evolved into a 
subfield of research methodology, often referred to as virtual, cyber, Internet or 
online methodology (Hine, 2005, Maczewski et al., 2004, Svenningsson et al., 
2003, Wakeford, 2000, Jones, 1999, Johns et al., 2004, Nentwitch, 2003). The 
papers in this thesis are all preceded by studies on computer-mediated transfers 
of digital goods. As such, they have all deployed data collection methods 
relevant and specially suited for online venues. The important question for this 
chapter is, which methodological issues arise when conducting research in these 
online venues? While many different methodological approaches have been tried 
and described, online data collection and analysis methodology is still quite a 
young and dynamic field. This brings both opportunities and possibilities for 
pioneering as well as a lack of established ‘best practices’. A part from the idea of 
technology-mediated gifting of digital goods is a way of adding to the overall 
picture of gifting as well as sharing, from a methodological point of view, the 
’novel’ arena of computer-mediated (inter)actions also brings potential 
problematizations of previous ’golden standards’ or presuppositions. This 
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chapter will try to highlight these problematizations, how they reflected the 
choice of methods for the included papers and the specific adaptations and 
particulars of methods for these studies. The main focus will be on qualitative 
methods, since the gifting activity in online venues is scarcely researched and 
thus need mapping and defining before any quantitative measures can become 
meaningful. As stated in paper I: ”we need to know what to count before we can 
count it”. 

Online and offline 

This thesis addresses people who use the Internet to gift digital goods to 
eachother for various reasons. As such, any differences and similarities between 
the gifting of physical goods and digital goods are highlighted, and consequently 
also the means of being online or offline. However, the distinction between 
‘online’ and’ offline’ is problematic. As are most of the other dichotomies 
addressing networking, connectivity, ‘virtuality’ and mediated interaction. Not 
only do they rarely address the phenomena with high accuracy, but they can, at 
worst, be quite misleading. Moreover, when considering computer-mediated 
personal interactions, there is often a combination of online and offline activities 
that co-evolve as an emergent activity system. It is not always necessary or 
relevant to distinguish these two, increasingly ubiquitous, ‘modes’ from 
eachother. Thus, internal (such as tools and applications, documents and files, 
logs from discussion forums and instant messaging) and external (photos, 
videos, ‘dispensed’ diaries) data resources can naturally be combined into a 
coherent data material (Crabtree and Rouncefield, 2005). Obviously, the overall 
understanding of an online phenomena could benefit from examining the ’offline 
production’ of it (Wakeford, 2000). Nevertheless, the emphasis of the researched 
activity might be on one of the domains (online or offline), which has effects on 
the efforts and methods put into understanding the dominant activity domain in 
question. Consequently, if the activity in question is largely carried out through 
and by electronic media a consistent choice is to perform the studies online and 
thus the emphasis need to be put into understanding the mediated experiences 
and interactions, and their consequences. This is largely the case in this thesis – 
digital gifting usually takes place online, which has also become its ’natural 
habitat’. The obvious methodological consequence is to “honor the field in which 
the participants are working – the online environment” (Crichton and Kinash, 
2003). So, this thesis will predominantly use the prefix computer-mediated (and 
at times also digital and online) to demarcate and highlight the different nature 
of the two types of gifting and more importantly the data collections methods 
used to address them.  
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So, the larger concern of this chapter is: what (qualitative) methodological issues 
need consideration in a technology-mediated context, such as online venues? 
The Internet at large holds certain characteristics which are supported more or 
less by the various applications utilizing it, and which effects the methodological 
discussion – Internet is, in a certain sense, global, it is, in a certain sense, 
anonymous, it is, in a certain sense, interactive and it supports digital 
manipulation (material can be digitized, transferred, stored, cross-referenced and 
reproduced with certain flexibility and efficiency) (Weckert, 2000). With these 
dimensions comes of course some fundamental differences with regards to 
researching online gifting and offline gifting: the population online is very 
heterogeneous and often quite ubiquitous to researchers – which raises questions 
about the validity and reliability of the data because of potential 
misrepresentative attractions (i.e. that the people responding to calls for 
participation or people who post to forums et c are only a minor ‘extrovert’ part 
of the actual population) and the issue of identity, anonymity, psuedonymity; 
not only the users are dissimilar, but the specific technologies used to gift can be 
quite diverse (and consequently influence the sociotechnical setting); the 
dynamic and hypertextual nature of the collected data; and last, but not least, 
research ethics.  

Regarding the heterogeneity of the user group, this is a circumstance, which 
adds to the difficulty of generalizing results. The analysis and presentation of 
results are in these cases best guesses as to what the results mean in this specific 
context. This, however, does not necessarily mean that they do not carry any 
application power in other domains or in other user groups. Arguably, that is 
still open to further research. Models, patterns and dimensions derived from a 
specific user group may still be relevant in the research concerning structurally 
similar objects of study. The difficulty in accurately concluding a representative 
population infers an even greater importance in representing the social and 
technological structures surrounding, emerging and co-evolving with it. By 
sensitively describing these circumstances and mechanisms the potential 
transferability of the results becomes more highlighted, and thus of more use to 
fellow researchers and practioners. The problem of accessing individuals, who 
do not ‘speak up’ in online forums etc., is of course prevalent. These lurkers 
(Preece et al., 2004) can naturally be important informants in a study of online 
cultures. However, it is important to remember that when researching online 
gifting, it is not always the textual communication that is of utmost importance, 
the gifted goods itself is very central. In Internet jargon, it is important to differ 
between lurking and leeching. While lurking can be hard to detect (both for 
researchers and forum visitors), leeching is more easily monitored (which can be 
observed in the many reactions towards leeching in forum conversations). This 
indicates the importance of participating in the sharing acts, and concurrently 
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writing ethnographic fieldnotes, when researching the online gifting 
phenomenon. So while, leeches may be forum lurkers as well (for obvious 
reasons), they may still be reached through communication features of the 
sharing application(s) in question. With online methods, there’s also an 
opportunity of improved informant access and increased possibilities to reach 
‘hard-to-involve’-users. 

The anonymity (psuedonymity) and potential ‘white-washing’ (Feldman et al., 
2004) of ‘terminal identities’ is also an interesting dimension of online 
populations. While much gifting is suggested to happen for (public) reputation, 
the anonymity factor seems to contradict this. Also, even though goods might be 
gifted as public goods, the reward cycle in terms of reputation and/or 
appreciation can be on an interpersonal level (and thus not generate much 
‘reputation’ as such). Anonymity, whitewashing receivers and fluent relations 
are interesting because they act as both supporters and contradictors of self-
centered pseudo-gifting motivations. For receivers these are surely mechanisms, 
which can be used to fulfill self-centered receiving needs, but for gifters these 
mechanisms suggest that returns (such as reputation, feedback, direct reciprocity 
etc.) are very difficult to ascribe any certainty to. If there is need to ‘get something 
external in return’ it has to be very open to uncertainty and ambiguity. No 
doubt, the issue of identification is central in the analysis of online gifting, 
however the specific meanings and importance of it needs to be examined within 
the borders of a certain online venue.  

Online material can be quite dynamic and ephemeral. At the same time, a large 
benefit from collecting textual material online is that it is automatically 
transcribed without many extra efforts. The transcripts can easily be copied or 
saved for future use and reuse. At times they are also publicly available online 
for quite some time. This can of course also be a problem, why the issue of 
informed consent is important (Spinello, 1995). Many other ethical concerns, as 
several researchers have noted, also comes into new consideration in online 
studies (Thomsen et al., 1998, Paccagnella, 1997, Kozinets, 2002, Dholakia and 
Zhang, 2004, Davis and Brewer, 1997, Bakardjieva et al., 2004, Ess and Jones, 
2004, Svenningsson, 2004). These efforts have resulted in several guidelines and 
advice regarding how to conduct online studies. The papers in this study mostly 
refer to the ethical instructions provided by Sharf (1999), since these were the 
first to be included in the work and that there occurred no reasons to refute 
them. 

 



   

 15 

Computer-mediated Data-collection Methods 

It has been suggested that contemporary research on online culture has 
developed into four dominant areas of focus (Silver, 2000): 

  Explore the social, cultural and economic interactions that take place online 

  Unfold and examine the stories we tell about such interactions 

  Analyze a range of social, cultural, political and economic considerations that 
encourage, make possible and/or thwart individual and group access to such 
interactions 

  Assess the deliberate, accidental and alternative technological decision- and 
design-processes, which, when implemented, form the interface between the 
network and its users 

With regards to the last point made, it is interesting to note that with the 
development of sharing technologies, many of them are closely linked to the 
use(rs) of them. Online communities surrounding a certain ‘product’ often have 
a significant impact on the decision- and design processes. 

The collected data from online studies is usually made up of textual material 
(although audio and video can at times be collected). Certain structural and 
contextual info can also be collected from for example screenshots. One way to 
classify online research is by the contact the researcher(s) has with respondents: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Types of Online (Market) Research (Krishnamurthy, 2004) 

Notably there are of course triangulations, utilizing different methods to answer 
the same research question(s). 
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The overall advantages and challenges of computer-mediated data collection has 
been comprehensively compiled by Rhodes et al (2003). Although they mainly 
refer to surveys and quantitative data, the general implications of the online 
environment is applicable to most computer-mediated data collection. The 
advantages are that there’s an interactive element allowing for redesign of the 
research method. Also, the amount of potential respondents is huge. Rhodes et al 
argue that the possibilities of recruiting respondents across geographical and 
cultural boundaries have increased and that along with this comes the prospect 
of reaching ‘previously hidden populations’. Groups and individuals fostering a 
certain interest can often find an online venue to match. As such, these online 
venues are potential recruiting bases for researchers interested in related topics. 
They also report on speed increases, increased data quality, reduction of biases, 
improved potential to examine sensitive topics, good response rates and that it is 
cost effective. They do also note some challenges, which are related to sampling 
(where skewed samples, due to the ‘digital divide’, literacy, disabilities and 
international scope of ICT (Information and Communication Technologies) may 
affect the fit between a sample and the general population) and competition 
(since many has seen the benefits of online data collection). 

While there’s an obvious risk to exaggerate the benefits of online methods, they 
do seem to have certain advantages in comparison to other methods. One 
important thing is that, in order to examine certain phenomena, they might 
practically be the only available methods. Since this thesis has argued for a 
qualitative understanding of end-user concerns, characteristics and dimensions 
of online sharing venues, the methods need to follow a corresponding line of 
reasoning. So, while online methods might be the only available methods to 
address a certain question, their application can also be seen as a recognition of 
the importance of conducting naturalistic and, in a sense, ‘ecologically valid 
research’ (Monk et al., 1993, Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Indeed, sharing and gifting 
of digital goods is a very networked practice. Consequently, for the studies of 
online gifting comprising this thesis, online ethnography (including e-
mail/asynchronous interviews) was chosen as the main method of data 
collection. The ethnography and interviews focused on users’ concerns, 
experiences of and strategies for performing gifting activities.  
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Online Ethnography 

The use of multiple user systems, where mediated human-to-human interaction 
and communication is central, has increased over the past few years. File-
sharing, wikis, blogs and various social networks have all attracted large groups 
of users. These networks of users often (naturally or enforced) develop into 
different size groupings with various relationships (see Paper II for example). 
With a societal increase in mediated practices and the communities which 
emerge with them, examining how and why individuals in these groups 
currently act in order to reach certain objectives becomes a central question. One 
way of addressing the online domain and the relationships within it is through 
online ethnography, or netnography (Kozinets, 2002, Guimarães, 2003, Hine, 
2000). Netnography is “ethnography adapted to the study of online 
communities”. In order to expand on this sentence we need first to understand a 
few things about traditional ethnography.  

Ethnography has become a much encompassing term, largely due to its rich 
history and multidisciplinary background. Anthropology, and studies of foreign 
cultures, sociology and the studies of local subcultures and ethnometodology are 
all part of what can be referred to as ethnography. Put simply, ‘an ethnography’ 
is a description of individuals, groups or cultures in ‘their own environment’ 
over a (long) period of time. The data collection methods for accomplishing this 
description may vary, but are generally qualitative in nature (i.e. interviews and 
observations). A central characteristic is that the researcher conducts ‘field work’ 
(with accompanying field notes) in order to reach a perspective ‘from within’. 
The first-hand witnessing and discovering of ‘native’ methods (ways of reaching 
an objective) is seen as central to the proper understanding and interpretation of 
a specific context of action (and the subsequent actions). The reason for this is 
grounded is several assumptions about the methodological necessity of 
understanding things from the inside. Direct observations and participation 
helps the researcher to ‘assimilate’ practices, hierarchies, tacit knowledge, 
relationship structures etc., while concurrently debriefing (systematically 
describe them and their interpreted meanings). The understanding of the studied 
culture is changed when actually witnessing and to some extent ‘doing the job’. 
The ‘bottom-up’ ethnographical approach lets the researcher see different points 
of view on practice, methods, specific actions, expertise, implicit knowledge and 
conflicts of interest.  

What can be discovered through ethnography?  

  The uncovering of ‘hidden’ aspects of the activity – what is previously 
‘known’ and, perhaps even documented might not be good descriptions of 
‘what actually is performed’, local circumstances might render indispensable 
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non-documented practices, which are only observable once within the context 
of action.  

  Public knowledge or descriptions of the activity, which are often based on a 
generic theory (or media reports and folk models), is frequently in contrast to 
the unofficial aspects of it. Thus there is a need to complement the picture of 
the activity with the internal aspects, which are based on studied practice. 

  Ethnography can capture categories and expressions used naturally within the 
area of research – local and situated expertise is important.  

  By putting the light on ‘insignificant’ details of the activity – ethnography can 
reveal the specific mechanisms, which make the activity meaningful and 
worthwhile. 

  The uncovering of concrete needs, objectives and methods whose descriptions 
are still recognizable to those who have and perform them are central. 

  Learning about relationships and connections between individuals and 
groups – explicating what the context is made up of and how the division of 
labor looks in this context,  

  Finding conflicts between individuals, activity details, groups, technology etc. 

  Examine what the specifics of conflicts are, what/who is causing them, how 
are they dealt with (socially/technically), are there different magnitudes of 
problems et c 

In summary, potential opportunities includes the discovery of: practice-
grounded information flows with possible hubs and hindrances; mismatches 
between user needs, desires and objectives and the technology used to address 
them; and ‘what makes an activity good/work’ from within. 

The drawback of ethnography is that it is quite resource intensive, it requires 
large attention to details of conduct and that it does not have many established 
representations for informing design. Having said that, the results from 
ethnographic studies can be represented in different ways depending on the 
intended reader of it. Summarizing reports of various kinds usually become 
quite ‘thick’ and, even though they provide an overall description of the research 
(or relevant parts of the research) they’re rarely used as a basis for design or as 
collaborative tools in the design process. The needs for appropriate 
representations of findings from ethnographical studies are essential for the 
usefulness for other stakeholders (researchers, business groups, customers, 
procurers, marketing strategists, design teams et c). These representations, in as 
a non-destructive manner as possible, need to be ‘condensed’ from the narrative 
or thick descriptions resulting from ethnographic studies. By condensation I 
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mean that the essence of the activity and its central characteristics need to be 
abstracted to a more general representation. This does not imply a universal 
generalization of results. This process should be undertaken without losing the 
specific relevance of the ethnography, but still attempt at opening up to the 
possibility of being supported by a range of readers, solutions, features or tools. 
An appropriate condensed representation could possibly also ease for the 
assimilation of new data into the current understanding of the phenomena. This 
is of course a long-standing problem in the domain of design relating to the 
notions of declarative (or explicit) knowledge and procedural (or tacit) 
knowledge and the possibility (or impossibility) to transfer results between 
them. 

The background up to this point has mainly described ‘traditional ethnography’ 
and will serve to illuminate the process of ‘adapting ethnography to the study of 
online communities’. Kozinets (2002) makes an account of the differences and 
similarities between a traditional ethnographic procedure (making cultural 
entrée, gathering and analyzing data, ensuring trustworthy interpretations, 
conducting ethical research and providing for cultural member feedback) and its 
counterparts when studying online communities and cultures. Regarding the 
entrée, Kozinets limits it to identifying the community appropriate to study, on 
the basis of the level of activity that transpires in it (number of active members, 
amount and richness of postings). However, if one intends to not only collect the 
information available, but actually engage or participate in the community, the 
notion of entrée has other important aspects (such as covert/overt observation, 
participation and data collection and their methodological consequences – which 
will not be expanded upon here).  

Data collection consists of ‘recording’ (logging, copying et c) transcripts of the 
computer-mediated communications that are actually taking place and field 
notes taken by the ethnographer regarding community members, interactions 
and meanings. The role of field notes has been thoroughly expanded on in 
traditional literature (Emerson et al., 1995), but in online ethnography it has not 
been very well covered. However, the importance of these, or the process of 
collecting them, is not to be underrated. The selection and amount of data 
collected is usually at the discretion of the ethnographer and should, naturally be 
guided by the research question. Since a lot of communities are highly social 
arenas with its benefits and drawbacks, data can be cluttered with ‘off-topic’ 
material. In a strict sense, ethnography is highly interested in all activities carried 
out, but depending on the research question a preliminary sorting can be 
resource-saving. A risk is that it can be hard to predict what to save and pursue 
and what to discard and ignore, even with a narrow topic of research. On the 
one hand this depends on the relevance to answering the research question and 
is up to the skills of the researcher, on the other hand, the technical cost of saving 
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additional material from netnographic studies is usually low, so while a 
preliminary sorting can save time and effort, there is always a possibility to re-
include material previously disregarded.  

A benefit that has been suggested to come from the social and ‘revealing’ nature 
of online communication and community mechanisms, combined with the fact 
that ethnography focuses on specifics and details, is that, in terms of data, ‘a little 
goes a long way’. Provided that the data is rich, the needed amount of it is not so 
large in order to be able to draw useful conclusions from it. In netnographic data 
collection it is important to consider the balance of collecting data to the level 
where no additional or new information emerges and the risk of collecting too 
much data (due to the availability and ease of it, huge amounts of data can be 
collected) and spend too little time actually classifying and analyzing it. Again 
this shows the importance of ‘living the life’ and becoming aware of communal 
memberships, rituals, language and behaviors in order to bring depth and 
quality to the analysis. So, one way to describe what nethnographers are trying 
to do is to state that they are recontextualizing (the recorded) conversational acts 
with a systematically organized way of describing the setting (for example with 
certain uses of technology, community norms, motivations etc). 

This reflects also in the choice of a ‘unit of analysis’. In the words of Kozinets: 

However, netnography seems perfectly suited to Mead’s (1938) 
approach, in which the ultimate unit of analysis is not the person, but 
the behavior or the act. (Kozinets, 2002, p. 64) 

As echoed in the research question, the unit of analysis, so to speak, for this 
thesis, is concerns regarding online gifting in large sharing networks. As such, 
concerns are not internal functions, but rather external expressions about 
performance of a certain activity.  

Online Interviews  

Many researchers have dedicated time and effort in describing the drawbacks 
and benefits of online or mediated interviewing (Olivero and Lunt, 2004, 
Crichton and Kinash, 2003, Selwyn and Robson, 1998, Murray and Sixsmith, 
1998, Kivits, 2005). Their accounts reveal a dependable data collection method 
capable of producing very rich and in-depth data. Interestingly, many of the at-
first-glance ‘obvious’ benefits and drawbacks are not only questioned, but also 
direct attention towards the benefits and drawbacks of ‘conventional’ or offline 
methods. 
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It is now possible to engage in "virtual interviewing," in which 
Internet connections are used synchronously or asynchronously to 
obtain information. The advantages include low cost, as the result of 
no telephone or interviewer charges, and speed of returns. Of course, 
face-to-face interaction is eliminated, as is the possibility, for both 
interviewer and respondent, of reading nonverbal behavior or of 
cuing from gender, race, age, class, and other personal characteristics 
is difficult, if not impossible. Internet surveys make it easy for 
respondents to manufacture fictional social realities without anyone 
knowing the difference... Of course, interviewers can also deceive 
respondents by claiming experiences or characteristics they do not 
have in hopes of establishing better rapport. They can feign responses 
for the same purpose by "false nonverbals," such as telling 
respondents that they "laughed" or "were pained" by particular 
comments. Markham (1998), in her autoethnography of Internet 
interviewing, reports that electronic interviews take longer than their 
traditional counterparts and that responses are more cryptic and less 
in depth, but the interviewer has more time to phrase follow-up 
questions or probes properly. 

    (Fontana and Frey, 2000) 

Online interviews can be performed synchronously or asynchronously. The main 
‘genres’ (Barnes, 2003) of computer-mediated communication which are used for 
performing online interviews are either instant messaging (Davis et al., 2004, 
Voida et al., 2004, Lawson, 2004) or e-mail (Bampton and Cowton, 2002, Meho, in 
press). The big initial difference between these two genres is that instant 
messaging (IM) is synchronous and e-mail is asynchronous. This has certain 
implications on the type of interaction that can take place. While both these 
genres rely on certain technological skills and resources, IM is more time-
dependent/intensive and thus sensitive to technical problems, creating lags and 
delays in responses. IM conversations also has the potential of being concurrent 
(i.e. an interviewee can potentially uphold as many as 20 conversations at the 
same time (Crystal, 2001)). 

It becomes most interesting to highlight the strengths and limitations of online 
interviews, since they indirectly reveal what ‘is good and bad’ about traditional 
interviews. As stated, several authors have addressed the benefits and 
drawbacks of online interviews. In short summary they can be described as: 

Strengths: 

  Online conversations allow participants to reconsider, research, recognize and 
reflect on words and expressions prior to posting them, allowing the 
conversation to be mutually ‘negotiated’ 
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  Interviewees with textual skills are able to more refined accounts of their 
experience 

  The intention(s) of the interview becomes more clear due to the absence of 
visual and bodily cues 

  No non-verbal cues to discourage or distract participants 

  Goes beyond geographical and economical limitations in term of reaching 
participants and also reaches interviewees not otherwise accessible 

Limitations: 

  Limited non-verbal cues for encouragement 

  Empathic and emotional communication is weakened 

  Covert/constructed identities or characteristics and temporary nature of 
participation can make follow ups difficult 

  Potentially skewed population (predominantly young European or American 
male) 

  Asynchronous: Studies can be stretched out over time due to flexibility in 
response time – respondents can answer in their own time 

  Requires careful development of research relationships and knowledge of 
studied venue, and thus, time 

  Potential strategic self-presentation 

It’s imperative to remember that, when considering the benefits and drawbacks, 
depending on which perspective is taken, the pluses and minuses can be 
interpreted reversely. For example, the possibility for the interviewee to at any 
time, increase the latency of, or even ‘withdraw without a trace’ from the 
interview is on the one hand not a desired outcome for the interviewer, but on 
the other a ‘safety vent’, increasing a sense of security for the interviewee. 
Likewise, the careful development of a trusting research relationship is not only 
time-consuming, but also essential and rewarding in terms of generating high 
quality data. Thus, the strengths and limitations should be considered from each 
individual interview situation. 

Email communication is then constructed as a continuous alternation 
between an informal and formal style in answering the question, 
between interviewing and conversing. 

    (Kivits, 2005) 
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Olivero and Lunt (2004), as well as Kivits (2005) stress the importance of 
upholding a trustful, sensitive and linguistically adaptive relationship. Since 
online interviews mostly rely on textual communication, the linguistic and 
paralinguistic methods of strengthening the relationship is central. As such the 
researcher’s sensitivity to issues of fostering trust, reciprocal conversation and 
questioning, equal partaking, authentic disclosure, cooperation and reflexivity 
becomes important.  

Data Collection Process and Results 

In this line of research the co-evolvement of social activities, groupings and 
technical tools and development has become a central theme. What is interesting 
is of course to understand how digital gifting works, mainly from the gifter’s 
perspective. However, the gifter does not act in solitude: the motivations, 
technology, netiquette, and conflicts of interest etc. co-evolve during the social 
interaction. Although, forum message elicitation was the main method of data 
collection, several complementary techniques were used.  

Internet use is often distributed over different techniques (such as discussion 
groups, IM conversations, file sharing and display, member profiles etc.) and is 
capable of leaving many ‘traces’. The combination of different sources of data in 
the collection and eventually analysis of social practices can be very rewarding 
for scientists with an interest in social activities on the net. Consequently, this 
approach was also attempted in this research. First, the use of the application 
over a long period of time (including spontaneous interviews, communication 
and interaction) helped in developing a sense of what is relevant, important and 
significant to end-users. Also, to actually engage in the common activities of a 
network or community is beneficial in reducing the potential gap between ‘what 
people say’ and ‘what people do’. Interviews with certain members were 
conducted mainly to shed more light on specific issues. These interviews were 
performed in different session sets, sometimes with random users and 
sometimes with users who had expressed concerns which needed clarification. 

Moreover, a deliberate return of analysis results to the network forum was 
conducted. Member feedback is a central process, in which the results are fed 
back to the community (or other target of study) in order to address the 
grounding of interpretations made. A joint goal is to instigate discussion and use 
this as a recurring source of data (which could challenge the analysis or be 
incorporated as further ‘proof’ of trustworthiness). The feedback did generate 
some debate and discussion that was enriching both to analysis as well as to 
picking up on keywords and ’in-vivo’-expressions. A part from that, the 
feedback also has the function of meeting informants on their ground. This can 
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help to make a more situated and grounded judgment about the appropriateness 
of including quotes and applying certain analytical reasoning.  

The research ethics become particularly in focus when conducting online 
ethnographies. Since the data is publicly available questions of informed consent 
(etc.) comes into play. As a step in this process, this research followed the 
guidelines presented by Sharf (1999). As such it introduced the researcher, the 
study and its goals prior to the study, it collected permissions for all quotes used 
in the papers from their originators. 

Descriptions of networks of choice 

This section describes the two cases of choice, although it mainly expands the 
description of the music file-sharing network since this was not exhaustively 
covered in the papers. 

Flickr (Paper III) 

The interface to Flickr is largely web-based, but there are desktop applications 
for uploading. Also, the Flickr API (Application Program Interface) is available 
for download from the site, which means that anyone can develop applications 
which interact with Flickr in various ways. For a more detailed description of 
Flickr we refer to paper III.  

 

Figure 2. A structural overview of the interaction repertoire on the Flickr website 

Soulseek (Paper I  and II) 

The background of the music file-sharing network is not very elaborated in the 
papers, why it may benefit from a more thorough sketch. Even though the 
papers have used a pseudonym in reference to the file-sharing network, it was 
for this thesis decided that a richer description of the music sharing network was 
necessary. Additionally the network is publicly available and is often included in 
enumerations of popular P2P and file-sharing networks. The network is called 
Soulseek (slsk) and it is one of the more popular, although it has kept an 
‘underground spirit’ to it. Some members are annoyed that Soulseek is 
appearing in the media, something which has become more common. Listening 
to these users was one part of the incentive to not reveal the identity of the 
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network in the papers. Now (and arguably before as well), however, the slsk 
network is quite well-known. Then again, it is not a large-scale business 
endeavor, which makes the official descriptions and ‘biographical accounts’ of it 
stem from Wikipedia (2006) or published interviews with the main programmer 
(Mennecke, 2003), rather than press releases or white-papers. 

Soulseek is a file-sharing application and tightly knit network used 
mostly to exchange music, although able to share a variety of files. It 
was created by Nir Arbel, a former Napster programmer. Like 
Napster, it relies on a central server. Soulseek is free of spyware and 
other malicious code. Soulseek is different from other file sharing 
programs as it allows users the option of downloading full folders 
instead of just single files. 

The original Soulseek userbase was composed mostly of members of 
the IDM [Intelligent Dance Music] Mailing List, and most of the 
music first found on Soulseek was underground electronic music or 
music created by the users themselves. After Audiogalaxy [another 
popular music-sharing service] was shut down, however, many 
former Audiogalaxy users migrated to Soulseek and brought 
copyrighted music owned by record labels belonging to the RIAA 
[Recording Industry of America Association]. Nevertheless, Soulseek 
remains a favorite of fans of underground and independent music, 
and a large portion of file-sharing on Soulseek is legal sharing of 
music that is distributed under a free license. 

The userbase has grown rapidly since its beginnings, and there are 
now some 120,000 users at any given time, with more than one 
million total registered user in early 2004. (Wikipedia, 2006) 

In terms of interaction, both Paper I and Paper II gives some descriptions of the 
available features and their functions. Below is a picture, which shows the 
overall interaction categories. Within each category there are additional, more 
specific features. 

 

Figure 3. A structural overview of the interaction repertoire in Nicotine (one of the 

applications used to access and interact with the Soulseek network). 

While sharing and gifting technology in general can differ in terms of features, 
the applications used to interact with a certain network are often quite similar. 
Still, it is important to remember to what degree certain applications include 
certain gifting dimensions (Skågeby, in press). 
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Data amount and quality 

The undeniably larger part of the data was present without ‘provocation’ (e.g. 
researcher involvement/participation/interaction). As such, data from 
discussion fora can be quite cluttered with nonsense messages, flaming outbursts 
etc. Although these messages have been of interest to certain research on 
computer-mediated communication, they were only occasionally relevant to the 
research question of this thesis. As described in the upcoming chapter on 
analysis, theoretical code categories, developed from backgrounding literature 
and the research question, guided the elicitation of data. As a result, the data set 
was, in a sense, cleaned from much irrelevant material by the way it was 
sampled. Consequently, the subsequent use of the terms ‘the data’ and ‘the 
messages’ refers to the cleaned set - that is the messages that were seen as 
relevant and having a bearing on answering the research question. The total 
number of relevant and analytically included messages was 1360. The data 
includes comments from 100s of various user names. A part from this there is 
also interview logs, user profiles and sharing policies and field notes. 

It’s been suggested (and in some research communities taken for granted) that 
for qualitative studies, the concept of validity is non-relevant. What’s important 
is to establish refined reflexivity (Delamont, 2004) and trustworthy 
interpretations of data. Regarding the ‘authenticity’ of the data there are many 
epistemological issues to expand on. This thesis has little room to examine all of 
them in detail, but in summary, to simply presume that textual online 
communication is ‘less representative’ than, say, interviewing face-to-face, could 
be impetuous. 

If one is simply using the Internet to expand one’s reach to 
participants and interviewing them online is merely a convenience, 
one may want seriously to consider the extent to which people can 
and do express themselves well, truly or fully in text. But, if one is 
studying Internet contexts as cultural formations or social interaction 
in computer-mediated communication contexts, the inclusion of 
embodied ways of knowing may be unwarranted and even 
counterproductive. (Markham, 2004, p. 367) 

Also, as qualitative researchers of online interaction and activity, it is important 
to give due credit to the context where users operate. Indeed, computer-
mediated interaction facilities are the means by which users in these contexts 
relate and communicate. As such, it is a way of interacting which is very 
technically dependent – identity, relationship and social structure are most of the 
times emerging from textual interaction. This textual interaction is thus essential 
to include as data if we are to understand how users interact online and what 
concerns they have in this interaction. 
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Regarding the representativeness of data and generalizability of the findings – it 
needs to be said that this thesis consists of qualitative case-studies. Nevertheless, 
we have reason to discuss and even try to defend the presence of such scientific 
concepts as representativeness and generalizability. Seeing that the large 
networks of study in this thesis consists of several thousands of potentially 
includable individuals, a complete coverage of the population is impractical. 
Consequently, because of practical and material constraints, we need to sample 
the population. The sampling was rather theoretically driven (e.g. the research 
question and the data drove the subsequent data collection). As such a 
dimension of the subset is pragmatically defined by the data collection method – 
online ethnography can only address individuals who speak up (or ‘write up’) or 
somehow participate (in this case, in sharing activities). Further, the presence (in 
numbers) of gifters or individuals with certain concerns in a massive online 
sharing network is very hard to predict. What this statement is meant to 
illustrate is that it is consequently equally hard to generate a statistically 
representative sample based on this criteria.  As  Gobo (2004) puts it:  

The significance of this argument is even greater when we think of 
other more dynamic units: as we do not know how characteristics 
concerning emotions, attitudes, opinions and behavior are distributed 
in the population, aiming at statistical representativeness of samples 
is technically groundless. Is there a population list on authorative or 
unselfish behaviour? (Gobo, 2004, p. 440) 

Gifting and gifting concerns are certainly ‘dynamic units’ as they are complex in 
their nature (i.e. consisting of several variables). Nevertheless, the chosen 
networks have a high significance and relevance to the research question. A 
more specific way to put it is to say that when looking at concerns of direction in 
online provision, we need to look to online settings where directed provision of 
material is common. 

While the specific concerns reported in this thesis are unique, they also represent 
an instance of a class of concerns regarding public and private dilemmas, which 
have been identified in many other contexts. In other words the results are not 
generalizable as to what specific concerns users in other large sharing networks 
do actually have, but in terms of what concerns users in other large sharing 
networks can have. In a way the study describes dimensions and variables and 
the relations between them (e.g. the social significance) rather than populations, 
and how many individuals who has a certain concern (e.g. statistical logic). 
Another way to put it is to say that the units of analysis are different. 



   

 28 

Analysis 

As indicated, finding the ‘absolute scientific truth’ (in a positivistic sense) is not 
the overall ambition of qualitative analysis, nor is it the basis for evaluation of 
qualitative studies (Seale, 2004). What is important is a well founded 
methodological framework, a properly represented researcher perspective and 
trustworthy interpretations of data. Several attempts were taken to address the 
issue of authenticity and trustworthiness of the data. Once the initial data was 
collected and analyzed, the results were presented to the studied community 
and the pursuing discussion and comments were included as means to 
strengthen the ‘anchoring’ of the results. Another part was to consecutively and 
for a long period of time use the applications and participate in the various 
aspects of ‘everyday life’ of the online networks. In practice this reveals a 
perspective on and description of what people do and with whom they interact. 
This, in turn, enabled a continuously improved perspective on the forum data, 
which arguably strengthened the analytical sensitivity. This thesis also suggests 
that this is a fruitful way to come to grips with the relation between specific 
details in parts and abstracted overall ‘wholes’.  

Both of the studies forming the ground for this thesis are what can be referred to 
as case-studies. As such they constitute deepened examinations of an instance of 
a particular class or genre of phenomena. This leads to an advantage in terms of 
depth, but a weakness in terms of breadth. Fortunately (or rather deliberately), 
the two cases chosen for the studies complement eachother, since the second 
(Paper III) build on findings from the first (Paper I and II), but still represent 
different networks. As such the cases indicate that the phenomena of directed 
gifting exists in two somewhat contrasting cases and can thus be described as 
having the ‘force of examples’. What this refers to is that, in a larger sense, case 
studies can be seen as generalizable in both that they contribute to a growing 
body of scientific research, which can in turn form a system of cases, but also 
that they constitute testings of hypotheses and methods, which can supplement 
the overall understanding of a phenomena (Flyvbjerg, 2004). 

Although the application theory of this thesis has been gifting, the potential 
applicability of other models of explanation is recognized. Other theories and 
methods could naturally be applied to the same data set – however we argue 
that without the gifting theory, we would not have ended up discovering the 
same dimensions and characteristics. 
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Figure 4. A Methodology to Analyze Internet-based Qualitative Data (adopted from 

(Romano et al., 2003)) 

The data from the online milieu was consecutively analyzed with help of the 
framework presented in figure 4. As seen in the figure the analysis followed 
three major steps, in which the data was collected, selected, coded and clustered 
with regards to emergent features as well as from the perspective of the gifting 
application theory. The sample size was not decided in advance, rather the 
reduction process guided elicitation. Once we did not see any new classes of 
phenomena we stopped elicitation. So, from a pragmatic view the final sample 
seemed to reflect the variance of the population. 

Gifting is repeatedly present in many communities and societies and the 
theoretical application of gifting concepts is then arguably relevant to the further 
development of theory. Another way to put it is to say that, because of the wide 
recognition of it, the application of gifting concepts is theoretically meaningful. 
Thus, this analysis approach is partly theory-driven, and partly exploratory.  
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Delimitations of the Study and the Thesis 

The ethics of online studies is an important area, which has not been given due 
credit in this thesis. The ambition is to include a more thorough discussion and 
description of these issues in a final thesis.  

There are also methodological issues regarding the validity of these types of 
studies. The relation between what people say and what people actually do has 
received much previous attention in qualitative research (Markham, 2004) and 
particularly in such fields as social network analysis. The thesis to this point does 
not include a comprehensive discussion on such issues.  

Further, there are reasons to debate the role of sharing technologies in society at 
large. Since it is a technology capable of supporting both good and bad 
behaviors (somehow defined). As such it seems necessary to include a rundown 
of the current points of view and their relation to the work in this thesis.  

Summary of included Papers 

So far the studies have focused on a specific file-sharing network called Soulseek 
and the communities and subcommunities of this network (papers I and II), and 
the photo-sharing service Flickr (paper III). The papers were written in the order 
they appear. Paper I sets the scene for this thesis. It introduces the topic and area 
of research. It is exploratory in the sense that it is partly trying to examine if 
gifting is a phenomenon present in online sharing. The view on gifting in this 
paper is more oriented towards ‘the pure gift’, but even so it reports on 
distinguished cases. It further outlines the approach of trying to understand ‘the 
world’ from the perspective of a gifter. What we noted in this exploratory paper, 
but for reasons of space had to cut, was that it was common for different kinds of 
gifters to practice different gifting behaviors based on their estimation of the 
relative trade-offs between the individual good and the greater good. This lead 
up to the second paper which addresses the social dilemma between the 
individual and the larger group(s) of which he or she is a member. In this paper 
the view on gifting also included a more comprehensive definition of gifting, 
acknowledging reciprocity and sociability as important parts of the gift. 
Although this paper recognized certain structures, we did not know very much 
about the specific motivations, means etc. users had when directing gifts towards 
certain recipient structures. This gave us reason to try and examine this 
phenomenon of ‘non-public gifting’ in detail, while concurrently expanding our 
focus to other networks as well. So, for paper III, what we had was not so much a 
comprehensive literature review leading up to a specific research question as a 
very interesting piece of data (which also lead to a distinct research question, of 
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course). Nevertheless, the survey on previous work indicated that this data was 
in conflict with current concepts (e.g. that provisions in virtual communities 
were always public), something that indicated the interestingness of this issue 
even further. 

Paper I: Gifting Technologies 

Published in First Monday 9(12), republished in Nonprofit Online News Vol.8, 
issues 49-53, republished again in First Monday 10(7), Special Issue on Internet 
and Music. 

File-sharing has become very popular in recent years, but for many this has 
become synonymous with file-getting. However, there is strong evidence to 
suggest that people have strong giving (or gifting) needs. This suggests an 
opportunity for the development of gifting technologies – and it also suggests an 
important research and challenge: what needs and concerns do gifters have and what 
technologies can be developed to help them? In this paper, we discuss the existing 
literature on gifting, report on an initial study of gifting in an online sharing 
community, and suggest some ways the study results can inform future research 
into gifting desires – as well as the design of specific gifting technologies. In 
conclusion, this paper introduces the research area. It presents prevalent 
motivations and suggests tentative dimensions to pursue in the further 
examination of online gifting. 

Paper II: File-sharing Relationships: conflicts of interest in 
online gift-giving 

Published in the Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference on 
Communities and Technologies (van den Besselar, P., De Michelis, G., Preece, J. 
and Simone, C. (Eds.)), Springer Verlag. 

This paper suggests a relationship model for describing, analyzing and 
foreseeing conflicts of interest in file-sharing networks. The model includes 
levels of relationship ranging from the individual (ego), to the small group of 
close peers (micro), to a larger network of acquaintances (meso) to the 
anonymous larger network (macro). It is argued that an important focal point for 
analysis of cooperation and conflict is situated in the relations between these 
levels. The paper addresses the question of to whom digital gifts are provided. It 
does this by expanding the notion of collective rationality into a model of 
relationships and analyzes conflicts of interest between these relationships. As 
such it increases (and models) our knowledge about how users reason regarding 
potential recipients of gifts. 
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Paper III: Non-public Gifting: a case study of end-user concerns 
in photo-sharing 

Submitted. 

A common perception of contributions in large computer-mediated sharing 
communities and networks is that they are public (i.e. available to all without 
rivalry or exclusion). However, as individuals provide material, they do not act 
only as individuals, but also as parts of larger groups (of friends, acquaintances, 
strangers). As a result users may have concerns regarding to whom, how and 
why to direct a certain digital good (e.g. how to non-publicly provide it). A gift-
giving framework was adopted in order to reveal and classify qualitative 
concerns with end-users. The data collection was performed through online 
ethnographical methods in a large photo-sharing network. The main data-
collection method used was forum message elicitation, combined with 
referrential methods such as interviews and application observation and usage. 
Analysis of data resulted in descriptions concerning end-user needs to address 
dynamic recipient groupings, the need to control the level of publicness of both 
digital material and the related metadata (tags, contacts, comments and links to 
other networks) and that users often refrained from providing material unless 
they felt able to control its direction.  

Discussion 

 A complex gift economy has a well-developed technology, but its 
most important technology is a technology of social relations. The 
relationships of a group with other groups, as well as intra-group 
relations, are critical to the well-being of the social unit. 
    (Bell, 1991, p.166) 

This quote does not only indicate the importance of ties (and the technology 
used to manage them), but also underscores the importance of discerning 
between levels of relationships and groupings. This thesis has begun to examine 
these issues from the perspective of individual end-users. While indeed 
individual, when providing material online, these users also act as members of 
different size groups. The individual, the groups and the larger network are 
social structures, which are co-evolving with the use of specific technologies.  

As previously pointed out, sharing activities, communities and services are 
increasingly becoming a public movement. The sharing phenomenon is also 
contributing to the emergence of communities and social networks. From the 
papers in this thesis it seems that a balance between the public and non-public 
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gifting is necessary. P2P networks have demonstrated the power and potential of 
large-scale sharing. At the same time the intimacy, sociability and gifting 
effectiveness can be seen in small scale communities. The interrelation between 
these groups in terms of gifting patterns is certainly an interesting line of 
questioning to pursue. Another reason to study gifting in online venues is to 
examine the potential existence of people who give because they find it 
rewarding on other terms than social or self-centered - something which 
instrumental gifters (see Paper I and II) clearly show. 

Communities are increasingly popular, not only to end-users, but of course also 
as supplements to business models and work practices. As such, the 
management of them is becoming increasingly important. Gifting practices are 
often central to communities (sharing and gifting is often included as a part of 
the very definition of community). Increased knowledge of these practices will 
serve as a help to reinforce community values (by supporting ties, bonds, 
friendships and groups based on similar interests or tastes as well as the sharing 
of resources) and thus, it will help managers in supporting sustaining 
communities. Gifting also serves as an alternative distribution model which will 
distribute the requirements and resources effectively (since it is a combination of 
the sharing of resources and the creation of meaningful relationships). It has also 
been shown that this alternative distribution model could serve as an effective 
marketing tool. This thesis has not explicitly addressed all of these potential 
benefits. Rather, it addresses existing needs and interests with users by 
highlighting the social objectives and conflicts of interest of gifting individuals. 
As such it is part of providing a foundation for the future design of digital 
gifting by presenting a clearer picture of the requirements of gifting technologies 
and by aiming to use social practices to simplify, or improve, a technical 
implementation. 

In terms of digital material, the term sharing is taking on ill-reputed and 
contended connotations. The view of many is that sharing is mainly a way to 
download, receive and access ‘illegal’ digital goods. Some even equal file-sharing 
and piracy (Bhattacharjee et al., 2003). The pragmatic position of this thesis is 
that sharing technologies are ‘features of the digital society’ capable of 
supporting both ‘good and evil’ (somehow defined). What the included studies 
show is that some users find the activity of sharing (and gifting) fulfilling in itself 
– not as mere results of acquisition needs, desires to “overthrow the existing 
market system” or attempts to challenge the current copyright laws, but as an 
activity which is at the core of relationship management and the social structures 
emerging as a result from it. Indeed, the intention of performing ethnographic 
studies on file-sharing communities induced many comments and 
predetermined ideas of what motivates users and how file-sharing networks are 
‘simple’ and solely driven by (group-motivated) egoism. The benefits of the 



   

 34 

ethnographic approach showed that, even though much interaction is 
instrumental and selfish, there are also large communicative and ‘other oriented’ 
efforts and interests.  

In a way, these efforts and concerns are part of a gifting practice which is not a 
total system. Free-riding is sometimes tolerated, the efforts spent is at times 
much more than the returns – the rationality and equal reciprocity of more strict 
gift economies and cooperation (Mauss, 1960 [1925], Axelrod, 1984) is, at times 
challenged by non-contractual, and ambiguous sociability. Reciprocal patterns 
are vague, indirect and often ‘for fun’. 

Even though we are addressing a sociotechnical arena, where technical 
development moves quickly, there’s reason to suspect that the concerns regarding 
public and private provision are quite long-standing. Gifting does not explain all 
sharing - as a model applied to every transfer of digital goods it would very soon 
fall short of explicatory power, but regardless of the specific design of 
technology, the support developed to leverage aspects of provision will need to 
make a reliable account for the human concerns that comes with it. Taking end-
user concerns seriously, studying them methodically and also relating them in 
‘concern systems’ will indeed provide us with guiding principles as equally 
important as interfaces and usability issues etc. 

In conclusion, the premier contribution of this research lies in a better 
understanding of a mediated part of human communication, which is growing 
increasingly pervasive. The networked gifting of digital material indicates that 
communication that is not purely conversation-driven is important to end-users, 
even in technology-augmented environments. The complementary cases in this 
thesis are such that if directed gifting is present in both music-sharing and 
photo-sharing, it seems plausible that it is present in many large sharing 
networks where other types of material are provided to various others. And this, 
regardless of if they are socially motivated or purely other oriented or if the 
material is more of social bonding value or more of use value. 
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