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EffectsEffects oflCTon Social Cohesion in Organizations: Hypotheses 

Chapterr 5 
Effectss of ICT on Social Cohesion in Organizations: 

Hypotheses s 

Severall  assumptions have been formulated that provide the basis for the hypotheses regarding 
thee effects of ICT use on social cohesion in organizational groups. These assumptions concern 
thee relationships presented in Figure 1.1 (section 1.1) and the research model (Figure 1.2, 
sectionn 1.2). Moreover, cohesion in organizational groups has been conceptualized and 
severall  antecedents of this social construct have been listed. This chapter will explore the 
consequencess of the assumed shifts in organizational structures for these determining factors 
off  cohesion. Our aim in this will be to gain an understanding of the indirect effects of ICT use 
onn cohesion, resulting in a (theoretical) answer to the third sub-question. Secondly, 
consequencess of the assumed social impact of CMC will be discussed, addressing the fourth 
sub-question.. In both cases, hypotheses will be formulated that can be tested empirically. 

5.11 ICT use in general and social cohesion 

Inn the previous chapter, it was assumed that ICT use would lead - or give rise - to new 
organizationall  forms characterized by: 
-- a flat structure, resulting from a decrease in vertical complexity and middle management; 
-- a lean and more integrated structure resulting from a decrease in supporting and executing 

staff,, as well as a decrease in horizontal complexity; 
-- a dynamic structure resulting from an increase in temporary teams and blurring 

organizationall  boundaries; and 
geographicall  flexibilit y (employees working from physically dispersed locations, 

regardlesss of time). 
Severall  consequences of these new characteristics for the antecedents of social cohesion can 
bee formulated. These consequences appear to vary between different levels of entities within 
organizations. . 
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Thee physical distance between employees can increase as a consequence of working from 
physicallyy dispersed locations and the rotation of teams. This decrease of propinquity will be 
mostt noticeable at the level of relatively small entities, such as work teams. After all, in more 
traditionall  organizations, members of such groups often share a room or floor. On a larger 
scale,, employees are more spread out over - say - different floors or offices. 

Whenn team rotation takes place over relatively short periods, the team in question has 
lesss time to mature. This rotation may also affect identification processes, since it allows team 
memberss less time to share experiences. Secondly, at the level of these relatively small 
entities,, boundaries between entities may blur, resulting in a lesser degree of distinction 
betweenn the different groups. On the other hand, when employees take part in different 
projectss and teams rotate, individuals will share experiences with a greater number of people 
inn the organization. Thus, on a larger scale, these characteristics may stimulate identification 
processes.. The same argument concerns interaction processes within the organization. At 
smallerr levels of entities, less time is available to interact with group members. On a larger 
scale,, however, new interaction patterns come into existence. In other words, interaction 
becomess less concentrated and spreads increasingly throughout the entire organization. This 
decreasee of interaction on a smaller scale may be reinforced by the fact that ICT enables 
employeess to act more autonomously. By using ICT, (decentralized) organizational units can 
actt relatively autonomously; employees can have direct access to information, and 
hierarchicall  lines become shorter (stemming from the flattening of organizations). In 
addition,, the process of workflow coordination becomes increasingly electronic, thus 
requiringg less human interaction. 

Thee integration of tasks and blurring of boundaries serves to bring formerly separated 
discipliness together. As a result, the background differences between employees working 
togetherr increases, especially with regard to their expertise or function. This could affect 
sociall  cohesion directly and indirectly. (After all, it was assumed that similarity between 
groupp members can also be considered an antecedent of social identification). 

Integrationn in organizations is often paired with more cross-functional jobs for 
individualss or teams. These individuals or teams may temper the increase in differences, or 
mayy function as a "buffer" at larger levels of entities. Moreover, organizational integration 
mayy lead to leaner organizations in which the majority of people are involved in the primary 
businesss processes. Ancillary processes, such as administrative activities, are increasingly 
supportedd electronically, with minimal human intervention (i.e. workflow management). This 
meansmeans that, on a larger scale or at the organizational level, differences in the tasks and 
expertisee of employees do not have to increase - and may even decrease. 

Thus,, at the level of relatively small groups (e.g. teams), changes in organizational structure 
triggeredd by the use of ICT appear to lead to 

(a)) a decrease in propinquity; 
(b)) a decrease in maturity; 
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(c)) less background similarity; and 
(d)) a decrease in interaction processes. 

Moreover,, identification processes at this level can be restrained by characteristics of the new 
organizationall  form. Given these consequences, it can be assumed that characteristics of the 
neww organizational form have a restraining effect on the development and/or maintenance of 
sociall  cohesion in relatively small organizational groups. 

Takingg into account larger entity levels or the organization as a whole, the characteristics of 
thee new organizational form appear to have rather positive consequences for the antecedents 
off  social cohesion. In summary, characteristics of the new organizational form appear, at the 
organizationall  level, to lead to: 

(a)) an increase in interaction; 
(b)) an increase in the amount of control or more centralized control; and 
(c)) an increase in background (and status) similarity. 

Thee new organizational characteristics also create a positive climate for identification 
processess at these levels. As opposed to the restraining effect on social cohesion at the smaller 
entityy levels, we can expect a stimulating effect on the development and/or maintenance of 
sociall  cohesion in the case of relatively large groups. 

Thee assumptions discussed here regarding the (indirect) effect of ICT use in general on social 
cohesionn in organizational groups can be covered in two hypotheses: 

Hypothesiss la 
ICTT use in general has a negative effect on social cohesion in relatively small, task-
relatedd groups in organizations. 

Hypothesiss lb 
ICTT use in general has a positive effect on social cohesion in relatively large, task-

relatedd groups/segments in organizations. 

Sincee these hypotheses concern the indirect effect of ICT use, two of the three relationships 
presentedd in the research model are incorporated in the hypotheses. In testing these 
hypothesess empirically, both relationships should be studied. 
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5.22 CMC and social cohesion 

Whenn it comes to CMC's social consequences for social cohesion, there appears to be some 
differencee between the smaller and larger entity levels as well. This difference seems to stem 
fromfrom the fact that CMC may replace FTF in smaller teams. On a larger scale, however, CMC 
iss added to other available media suitable for large-scale communication processes. At larger 
levelss of entities, FTF is not likely to be replaced by CMC. After all, at that level, FTF may 
nott be a suitable medium simply because the group is too large. The previous chapter 
describess the social impact of CMC. In summary, it was argued that, due to the absence of 
non-verball  cues, CMC facilitated communication processes between people who did not 
knowknow each very well or were quite different from each other (heterogeneous networks). In 
relationn to this characteristic, CMC was found to increase interaction within (and outside) the 
organization.. This increase in interaction is also supported by CMC's (and ICT's) capacity to 
createe some form of virtual propinquity, supplying a means to communicate with other people 
regardlesss of geographical distance. Given these characteristics, we can expect CMC to have a 
stimulatingg effect on the development of social cohesion at larger levels of entities. 
Differencess in, for instance, expertise to background become less important in interaction 
processes.. Moreover, the number of contacts that individuals maintain on a larger scale 
increases. . 

Wheree FTF is partially replaced by CMC in relatively small teams (e.g. because of 
physicallyy dispersed working locations), CMC's social impact, as discussed in the previous 
chapter,, may have fairly negative consequences for the development or maintenance of social 
cohesion.. FTF is considered to be a richer medium, featuring characteristics, such as direct 
feedbackk and, unlike most CMC, the capacity to use non-verbal cues. Replacing FTF by CMC 
may,, therefore, result in less intense or more superficial communication processes due to the 
exchangee of so-called "poorer messages." 

Whatt we have discussed here regarding CMC's social impact in smaller and larger 
organizationall  groups can also be covered in two complementary hypotheses: 

Hypothesiss 2a: 
CMCC by relatively small, task-related groups in organizations has a negative effect on 
sociall  cohesion in these groups. 

Hypothesiss 2b: 
CMCC by relatively large, task-related groups/segments in organizations has a positive 
effectt on social cohesion in these groups. 

Ass regarding the indirect effect of ICT use in general, as well as the direct effect of CMC 
withinn a group, we can expect a difference between smaller and larger entities in 
organizations.. The following section presents a model that is applicable to both small and 
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largee groups. The sign of the assumed ICT effects in this model, however, will depend on the 
sizee of the group. 

5.33 A theoretical model 

Thee diagram in figure 5.1 presents the assumed relationships between ICT and CMC and 
sociall  cohesion. Relationships in between antecedents of cohesion are included as well. The 
modell  assumes that the antecedents, as well as the use of ICT/CMC, will affect social 
cohesion.. These factors will also interact with each other to some extent. In chapter 3, for 
instance,, we assumed a relationship in between antecedents. Secondly, the arguments 
presentedd concerning the assumed effects of ICT and CMC are based on relationships 
betweenn characteristics of ICT/CMC and antecedents of cohesion. However, the different 
factorss will , to some extent, also contribute independently to the development or maintenance 
off  social cohesion. Interaction between group size and the other antecedents can lead to a 
differencee in these effects of antecedents in smaller and larger groups. This is interesting 
becausee of the assumed opposed effects of ICT use in smaller and larger groups. Identification 
withh the group is assumed to be a very strong factor in this model, regardless of the level of 
entityy (group size) studied. Secondly, this factor can be affected by some of the antecedents of 
cohesion. . 

Ass can be seen, some variables are found on individual level, such as in interaction 
withinn the group and ICT use in general; others operate at the group level. Most antecedents 
off  cohesion can be considered group characteristics, which cannot be measured on the 
individuall  level (propinquity between group members, similarity between group members, 
groupp size, group maturity). Leadership is somewhat complicated since it is incorporated by 
onee individual, but may be experienced or evaluated differently by each individual group 
member.. Since each individual group member has his or her own contacts and interaction 
patternss within the group, the antecedent 'interaction within the group' is included on the 
individuall  level. 
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Interaction n 
withinn group 

Identification n 
withh group 

ICTT use in 
general l 

IndividualIndividual characteristics 

Cohesionn as 
sociall  attraction 

Leadership p 

Groupp size 

Similarity y 
withinn group 

Maturityy of 
group p 

Propinquity y 
withinn group 

CMCC within 
group p 

GroupGroup characteristics 

Figuree 5.1 Theoretical model of relationships between social cohesion and ICT use 

Thee factors, "ICT use in general" and "CMC within the group" refer to the assumed indirect 
andd direct effect of ICT, respectively. ICT use in general is included as a factor on the 
individuall  level. The shifts in organizational structure discussed in Chapter 4 are considered 
moree related to overall ICT use by organizational members, than to ICT use per 
organizationall  entity or group. With regard to the direct effect, it is assumed that CMC is 
eitherr added to other media, or replaces other media (FTF). In both cases, the total use of 
communicationn media within a group involves CMC to some extent. If that use were to 
increase,, social cohesion would either increase (in larger groups) or decrease (in smaller 
groups).. From this perspective, CMC is considered to be a group characteristic. 

Thiss theoretical model is claimed to be applicable to both smaller and larger organizational 
groupss and incorporates hypotheses 1 to 4. In testing these hypotheses empirically, this model 
shouldd also be tested, resulting in a negative effect of the ICT factors in smaller organizational 
groupss and a positive effect of the ICT factors in larger organizational groups. These 
theoreticall  assumptions do not provide a sufficient basis for any statements regarding the 
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exactt size of large groups. Rather, that should be explored farther by empirical research into 
thee effects of ICT on cohesion. 

5.44 Conclusion and discussion 

Fourr hypotheses concerning the effects of ICT use on social cohesion in organizational groups 
havee been formulated. In summary, a causal relationship between the use of ICT/CMC and 
thee development and/or maintenance of social cohesion is assumed; the sign (positive or 
negative)) depends on the level of entity studied. In other words, in light of the theoretical 
discussionn of social cohesion in organizational task-related groups (Chapters 2 and 3) and the 
characteristicss of ICT use in organizations (Chapter 4), we can conclude that if ICT is - or has 
beenn - implemented on a large scale in a (large) organization, the cohesion in relatively small, 
task-relatedd entities or groups will decrease, while the cohesion in larger entities or groups 
wil ll  increase. 

Thee hypotheses formulated here imply that group size interferes with the effects of ICT use on 
sociall  cohesion. It is, however, not (yet) clear what should be considered a "relatively small" 
andd a "relatively large" group. Moreover, we may also find differences within a category of 
smalll  groups, (which we can envision based on common sense). Project or work teams were 
mentionedd as examples of small groups; however, these teams can still vary in size. 
Conceivably,, a team consisting of 6 members could function very differently from, say, a 20-
memberr team. In a group of 6, for instance, it would be easier to maintain frequent contact 
withh group members, despite any increase in contacts outside the group. This may be because 
lesss time is required for these contacts since there are fewer members, or because more 
intensivee working relationships might exist in such a small team. In a 20-member group, this 
mayy not be the case. In light of this, it may be necessary to make a distinction between "very 
small""  and "small" groups. In larger groups, we can encounter variation as well. In studying 
thee hypotheses formulated here, therefore, we should explore different size categories. 

Inn the discussion on the conceptual model of social cohesion, it was argued that intergroup 
relationss should be accounted for within an organizational context. However, the role of 
intergroupp relations was not included in the empirical research for this dissertation. This was 
becausee of the reasons regarding the operationalization of social cohesion discussed in 
Chapterr 3 (section 3.4). Considering their possible influence, that does not necessarily pose a 
problemm to this study. These relationships can be expected not to interfere negatively with the 
hypothesizedd effects of ICT/CMC. Theoretically, it can even be assumed that the interaction 
betweenn intergroup relations will reinforce the assumed effects. It was argued that a negative 
relationshipp exists between ingroup and outgroup attraction at the same level of entities and a 
positivee relationship between both forms of attraction between levels of entities (Figure 3.1). 
Iff  ICT use negatively affects social cohesion, thereby weakening ingroup attraction, negative 
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outgroupp attraction may diminish. In other words, the attitude of group members towards 
organizationall  members outside their own group may become more positive. That, in turn, 
mayy help to accomplish social cohesion on a larger scale within the organization. In 
interpretingg and discussing the empirical results of this dissertation, we will look, once again, 
att the role of intergroup relations. 

Inn testing the theoretical answer to the focal research question in this dissertation, the four 
hypothesess formulated here will be tested separately and integrated into the empirical research 
(seee model 5.1). The following chapters will discuss the design, results and conclusions of the 
empiricall  part of this dissertation. 
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