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ABSTRACT 

This paper compares the processes of Face-To-Face (FTF) teams and Online Learning Teams (OLTs) and proposes methods 
to improve the performance of OL Ts. An empirical study reviewed the performance of fifteen FfF teams and OL Ts and their 
communication patterns were coded by the IBMPO system developed by Futoran et al. (1989) in order to develop a discourse 
analysis for each team. The results confirmed that FTF teams outperformed OL Ts and identified four approaches to improve 
the performance of OLTs: (1) Posting well-organized information; (2) Increasing "process gain" activities and decreasing 
"process loss" activities; (3) Instructions and facilitation to promote the discussion of process and content equally and 
facilitate better communication patterns; (4) Minimizing members' absences. These are reviewed and practical solutions 
proposed. 
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1. BACKGROUND INTRODUCTION 

Computer networks are changing the way that people and 
organizations work and communicate (Anderson & Shane, 
2002). This has led to a trend where increasingly teams do 
not work face-to-face (FTF) but interact via a computer
mediated communication system (Driskell & Radtke, 2003). 
This is evidenced particularly in the education sector with 
widespread use of online learning and online learning teams 
(OLTs). While findings of past studies comparing the 
performance of OLTs and traditional FfF teams vary, it is 
generally found that OLTs do not outperform FfF teams. In 
the absence of FTF communication, teams find it difficult to 
establish intimacy and feelings of bonding and so generally 
show lower degrees of satisfaction with their quality of 
decision making (Valacich & Sarker, 2002; Warkentin et al., 
1997). For example, Warkentin et al. (1997) studied OLTs 
versus FlF teams in a web-based conference system and 
found that the performance of OLTs was lower than FfF 
teams. Many research studies also support this result 
(Galegher & Kraut, 1994; Straus 1997), with only a few 
reporting the contrary or little difference (Sharda et al., 1988; 
Burke & Chidambaram, 1996; Jones et al., 2005). 

Where there appears to be consensus is that significant 
challenges need to be overcome for OL Ts to achieve better 
levels of performance: 

Communication obstacles: Working efficiency tends to be 
lower since by the very nature of online meetings team 
members find it difficult to interact simultaneously and 
hence cannot interrupt or direct meetings successfully. This 
means it takes longer to understand various viewpoints and, 
when a collision of ideas occurs, it is extremely time 
consuming to reach a conclusion (Anderson & Shane, 2002). 

It is difficult to build social relationships: Cohesion among 
members in OLTs is generally weak (Anderson & Shane, 
2002) and it is often difficult to build trust (Kirkman et al., 
2002). It is easy for some members to contribute nothing and 
let others carry their workload while the remaining members 
may feel angry, frustrated and dissatisfied resulting in the 
team being less productive. Many researchers have 
suggested that without regular FlF meetings, it is hard for 
people to feel significantly intimate to build social 
relationships (Robey et al., 2000; Mamevski & Chudoba, 
2000). 
The misuse of communication technology: The misuse of 
communication technology can further break down 
relationships (Anderson & Shane, 2002; Kirkman et al., 
2002). OLT members frequently experience 
misunderstandings and misinterpretations of messages while 
working with each other. In addition, online systems may 
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