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IntroductIon

When e-collaborating, there is often a need to bring 
everyone involved together for a meeting. With poten-
tial meeting participants often widely dispersed geo-
graphically, the meeting could be conducted virtually by 
utilizing technology known as groupware. Procedures 
for conducting successful face-to-face meetings have 
been in place for many years. However, with the rise 
in the number of computer-mediated virtual meetings 
being held amongst e-collaborators, there are additional 
considerations to take into account when conducting 
virtual meetings using groupware. This article discusses 
the use of a particular type of groupware (GDSS) in 
virtual meetings conducted by participants collaborat-
ing in an electronic environment.

grouPWarE

Groupware is defined as any technology that improves 
group productivity (Briggs & Nunamaker, 1994). It is a 
generic term for specialized computer aids designed for 
use by collaborative work groups (Johansen, 1988). 

types of groupware

The term groupware can in actuality stand for many 
different things. Briggs and Nunamaker (1994, p. 61) 
have identified several names and concepts defined 
as equivalent to groupware: group decision support 
systems, electronic conferencing, team databases, com-
puter supported cooperation, video teleconferencing, 
shared drawing, workflow automation, information 
filtering, coordination support, collaboration support, 
electronic meeting systems, and team scheduling and 
project management.

Regardless of what it is called, groupware supports 
e-collaboration (Kock & McQueen, 1997), communica-
tion, and coordination (Orlikowski & Hofman, 2003) 
and allows people to work together to perform the 
following types of functions in an electronic environ-
ment (Liff, 1998):

• Management support, including meeting facilita-
tion

• Document sharing and management
• Group calendaring and scheduling
• Project management
• Information sharing and threaded discussion 

forums
• Real-time interactions, including audio and video 

conferencing and whiteboard collaboration
• Knowledge management, which allows organiza-

tions to create a corporate memory

group decision support systems

One category of groupware increasing in popularity 
is group decision support systems (GDSS). GDSS 
encourage such activities as group idea generation, 
voting, brainstorming, decision making, and consen-
sus reaching (Holtham, 1994) by removing common 
communication barriers. Huber defines GDSS as “a set 
of software, hardware, and language components and 
procedures that support a group of people engaged in a 
decision-related meeting” (1984, p. 195). DeSanctis and 
Gallupe offer a similar definition, calling it “an interac-
tive, computer-based system that facilitates the solution 
of unstructured problems by a set of decision makers 
working together as a group” (1985, p. 379). Pollock 
and Kanachowski (1993) define GDSS as a system 
where group members use computers interactively to 
support the group’s decision-making capacity.
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Studies have shown that technology is essential to 

the success of e-collaborations (see Cai, 2005). Ac-
cording to Poole and Holmes (1995), the strength of 
GDSS comes from its ability to enhance communica-
tion and information exchange, complex information 
processing tasks, and coordination and organization of 
group collaborations. GDSS facilitate e-collaboration 
by combining the use of computer technology (both 
hardware and software), video, audio, and telecom-
munication systems (Barnes & Greller, 1994). 

There are different levels of GDSS involved in e-
collaboration (DeSanctis & Gallupe, 1987). At its most 
basic, GDSS provide features that facilitate common 
communication behaviors such as voting and electronic 
message exchange. The next level of GDSS provide 
a means to model decisions and group decision tech-
niques to reduce the uncertainty that can occur in the 
decision making process. At its highest level, GDSS 
are tools to manage group communication patterns in 
e-collaboration and can include expert advice in the 
selection and arrangement of procedures to be followed 
during a virtual meeting. 

conductIng VIrtual mEEtIngs 
usIng gdss

The primary purposes of meetings are to exchange 
work-related information, to make decisions, or to 
accomplish tasks. Guidelines for conducting success-
ful face-to-face meetings have been in place for many 
years. For each face-to-face meeting, four stages of 
meeting protocol should be adhered to:

1. Determine the need for a meeting
2. Prepare for the meeting
3. Conduct the meeting
4. Follow-up after the meeting

 
Even when proper procedures are followed, there are 
several problems that can arise in traditional face-to-
face meetings. Issues not related to the relevant task 
can sidetrack the group. Dominant personalities can 
monopolize the group’s time and attention. The free 
flow of creative thought may be discouraged by ideas 
being attacked or the fear of retribution. There can be 
premature closure of the meeting to avoid conflict. The 
record of the meeting can be subjective, incomplete, 
or lost.

Compounding traditional face-to-face meeting com-
plexities is the rise in the number of virtual meetings, 
which necessitate additional considerations. As with 
face-to-face meetings, organizers of virtual meetings 
should also follow the four stages of meeting protocol 
mentioned previously. But because of the very nature 
of the virtual meeting, there are additional consider-
ations that need to be taken into account to conduct 
effective virtual meetings using GDSS. By utilizing 
e-collaboration technologies such as GDSS, interfer-
ence with collaborative activities can be reduced and 
problems inherent in traditional meetings eliminated 
(DeSanctis, 1993).

To determine if a meeting is warranted is particularly 
important in a virtual environment. With e-collabora-
tors scattered around the world in several different 
time zones, conducting meetings virtually presents a 
challenge that goes beyond the issues associated with 
face-to-face meetings. With participants thousands of 
miles apart geographically, scheduling the virtual meet-
ing can be a difficult task. The use of an e-collaboration 
technology such as GDSS to conduct electronically 
mediated meetings is very effective in reaching those 
geographically dispersed team members (Munter & 
Netzley, 2002).

Technological considerations are the most crucial 
part of preparing for the virtual meeting. Determining 
the most appropriate technology to conduct the virtual 
meeting depends on the meeting agenda as well as 
organizational resources. Consider if the information 
to be delivered or the task to be achieved could best be 
accomplished via GDSS. The technology should serve 
the meeting, not dominate it (Duarte & Snyder, 1998). 
Nunamaker, Briggs, Mittleman, Vogel, and Balthazard 
(1996) argue that technology cannot make up for poor 
planning or ill-conceived meetings, and could even 
make the situation worse.

The technology must be in good working order, and 
a back-up plan must be in place in the (very likely) 
event the technology will fail. All of the people at the 
virtual meeting need to be trained and experienced in 
the technology, otherwise they will not participate. Ad-
ditionally, a trained GDSS facilitator must be present 
at the virtual meeting to ensure its success. According 
to Munkvold, “the use of a facilitator is an absolute 
necessity for running an effective, co-located electronic 
meeting” (2003, p. 18).

Distributing the agenda in a timely fashion is also 
an important part of preparing for the virtual meeting. 
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