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Interpreting the use of Social Networks in an academic institution: The development of ieCommunities
Introduction

Social networks make it relatively easy and inexpensive to share information and opinions with people worldwide, participate in interesting debates, ask for advice to colleagues or strangers, or be aware of the latest news or hot topics in specific fields. Participants in these communities can be locally tied or geographically dispersed, taking advantage of information and communications technologies (ICTs) to reach a broader audience with different interests, backgrounds, races, etc.
For academic institutions, faced with the challenge of disseminating knowledge among their stakeholders, one of the best options for such exchanges is through online collaborative platforms. Thus, academic institutions have realized the power of social networks to maintain and promote a more fluid communication between teachers, students and alumni, overcoming physical barriers of the classroom. With this goal in mind and using ICTs, several academic institutions are taking initiatives to create virtual communities around their main stakeholders. Specifically, business schools become the ideal environment for these initiatives because they have interests not only in keeping their stakeholders updated in academic or business issues but also in increasing their network of contacts, to improve the likelihood of getting a better job, acquiring new clients or discovering possible business partners.
The focus of this study is one of the leading Spanish business schools called IE. IE is an international institution dedicated to educating business leaders through programs based on a set of core values: global focus, entrepreneurial spirit and humanistic approach. In this institution, the international faculty teaches a student body composed of more than 80 nationalities in undergraduate programs (IE University) as well as Master and Doctorate degrees (IE Business School). Therefore, there are an increasing number of alumni, which hold management positions in more than 100 countries worldwide.

In this context, ieCommunities emerges to be the meeting point where students, alumni, professors and professionals satisfy their goals and develop their professional careers, taking part in as many communities as they wish, depending on their personal and professional interests and characteristics. The services provided by ieCommunities are grouped under two areas: a private area that can be accessed only by community members; and a public area that can be accessed by anyone.

The private area enables participants to find their classmates, improving their business channels and increasing their network without limitation; makes available business cases, technical notes and other material owned by IE, including its multimedia material for updating participants’ knowledge in greater depth; offers an environment to exchange opinions, knowledge and articles or discuss current affairs; allows all members to publish vacancies, see videos of the latest online conferences, events of interest and graduation ceremonies of recent years, and follow information about all the events happening around IE.

The public area, which can be accessed by anyone, offers the possibility to comment on and publish articles of interest in the whole set of communities, which are grouped in three main blocks: general, by country, city or topic of interest; sectorial, by business activity; and functional, by area of knowledge. It is one of the most visited and highly valued services offered by the communities, which is evidenced in the massive participation of a growing audience. Moreover, it also contains testimonials, where members send their opinions on the community on video (video-testimonial) or text messages.
The main goal of this article is to analyze the development of ieCommunities to understand the rationale for its success. At the same time, applying social network analysis, I will assess the internal structure of this environment based on the relationships of its participants; and using a network questionnaire, I will obtain the prestige of each participant in the community.
Theoretical Background
According Borgatti and Foster (2003), a network is a set of actors (often called “nodes”) connected by a set of ties. These authors state that ties connect pairs of actors directly (advice networks) or indirectly (co-authorship networks); ties can be also dichotomous (friendship networks) or valued (transport networks). A set of ties of a given type constitutes a binary social relation, and each relation defines a different network, it means that for the same actors we can have different kinds of networks based on different relationships Borgatti and Foster 2003).
There is a huge amount of studies on social networks, which are based on different angles and different theories. From this knowledge domain, I have selected the most relevant topics to be considered in this study as a starting point, which will be useful when interpreting the results. This theoretical background will be useful when interpreting the results, for enhance the contribution of this article to the current body of knowledge.
One of the biggest research areas in social networks is related with the development of social capital, which is about the value of connections within and between social networks. Previous studies recognize the contribution of social capital to bring together several research streams related with actor's ties and network positions to significant outcomes such as leadership (Pastor et al. 2002), employment (Krackhardt and Porter 1985), individual creativity (Perry-Smith and Shalley 2003), entrepreneurship (Baron and Markman 2003), among others.

Another important research stream is related with knowledge management. In this context, communities of practice emerge from the interaction of individuals with common goals, emphasizing homogeneity of beliefs, practices, and attitudes as an outcome (Borgatti and Foster 2003). On the other hand, the notion of transactive memory considers that knowledge is distributed across the network, and to make use of it effectively, individuals need to know who knows what in order to use each others’ knowledge (Borgatti and Foster 2003).

Last but not least, there is a theory called homophily, which refers to the tendency for people to interact more with people with similar characteristics such as race, gender, educational class, organizational unit, and so on (Borgatti and Foster 2003). The exclusive interaction with similar others facilitates transmission of tacit knowledge, simplifies coordination among them, and avoids potential conflicts of interests (Borgatti and Foster 2003). However, the main limitation of this behavior is the restriction of communicating with dissimilar others reducing the benefits of diversity and promoting inequalities (Krackhardt and Stern 1988).
These concepts and theories are quite important for business schools because they help to understand the impact of virtual communities not only in the dissemination of information and knowledge in the society but also to improve the services they offer to their stakeholders.
Research Methodology
This study applies a combination of qualitative and quantitative techniques. The qualitative analysis will be based on in-depth interviews with different stakeholders within the community, online participation records to capture the main topics discussed, and other relevant materials related with the project. The quantitative approach will use social network analysis to assess the internal structure of this environment; hence, the information will be acquired through the interactions which occur within ieCommunities. In addition and based on that prestige is not a symmetric relationship among participants, I will explain in the next section the data collection process using a questionnaire to give weights to the existent relationships and to determine the prestige of each person in the social network.
Data Collection through Questionnaire
According to Marsden (1990), the most common method used to gather network data is to ask people about the presence or absence of social ties with other participants. However, there are other possibilities to collect such data: dichotomous indicators of the presence or absence of a given type of relationship, scales or ranks differentiating ties based on their weights; or paired comparisons of the strength of different relationships (Holland and Leinhardt 1973). In this study, I will use scales or ranks to assess the prestige perceived among the community members.
In general, the prestige in an online community is based on the contributions that each participant has to enrich the debate. However, a contribution in an online community primarily occurs when individuals are motivated to access the network, review the information posted, choose those sections of the debate they are able and willing to participate, and take the time and effort to formulate and post their contribution (Wasko and Faraj 2005). These authors recognize that the assessment of a contribution may be focused on two key aspects: the volume of participation in the online community, and the importance those participations are considered by others in the community.

Based on the dimensions suggested by Wasko and Faraj (2005), I am proposing an instrument to assess the prestige in online communities, which was derived from previous studies. The following questions (see Table 1) will be asked to each participant to obtain a relative weight of the contribution of the others (replace the three dots in each question by the name of the other participants) in the online community; and in that way, I will have a proxy for the prestige of each participant in terms of the values of its contribution assigned by others community members. Each question should be answered using a Likert scale between 1 (never or not at all) and 7 (always).
	Volume of participation (Modified from Ma and Agarwal 2007)
	Importance of contribution (Modified from Bock et al. 2005)

	How often ... helps other people in this community who need help/information?
	Do you consider that the contributions of ... help you to solve problems.

	How often ... takes an active part in this community?
	Do you consider that the contributions of ... create new business opportunities.

	How often ... has contributed knowledge to this community?
	Do you consider that the contributions of ... improve your knowledge in the topic discussed.

	How often ... has contributed knowledge to you that resulted in the development of new insights?
	Do you consider that the contributions of ... increase your productivity.

	
	Do you consider that the contributions of ... help you to achieve your objectives in the community.


Table 1 – Questionnaire to assess prestige in online communities
For the selection of the sample where I will apply the questionnaire, I will do a preliminary analysis of the different groups within ieCommunities (general, sectorial, and functional) to choose one that can be representative of the whole population and that can be easy to get all the required information from participants. With this preliminary sample I may assess the validity of my questionnaire and refine my instrument either adding questions that may be valid for my research, removing questions that do not have enough validity or reformulating questions that are not clear for the participants. The final goal will be to improve the validity of my instrument so it can be useful as a proxy of the prestige of each participant in an online community.
Expected Contribution

The results will clarify the critical success factors in the implementation of ieCommunities, which can be taken into account for other academic institutions wanting to get involved in these kinds of initiatives with the goal of improving the visibility of the institution not only among their peers but also in the society. In addition, the information obtained could be useful to propose specific events or academic courses based on the hot topics that emerge in the discussion and on the participants needs.
From a social network perspective, the results could be used to recognize participants who act as leaders, based on their network characteristics (centrality, embeddedness, etc.) to always know those who lead the conversations in specific topics. Moreover, the questionnaire enables us to identify those participants with the highest prestige within the community, which could be use to enhance the whole prestige of the institution.
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