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INTRODUCTION
In today�s competitive business environment, managers are fre-

quently called upon to generate creative ideas as solutions to business
problems. Embracing creativity, many successful businesses are inno-
vators, �produc[ing] ideas or products that have changed their indus-
tries� (�Fear of the Unknown,� 1999, p. 61). Although �creativity�
and �innovation� are often used synonymously, scholars have distin-
guished these two terms. Virtually all definitions of creativity involve
�a combination of originality and usefulness� (Bostrom and
Nagasundaram, 1998, p. 2), whereas innovation refers to the process
whereby new creative ideas are put into practice (Couger, Higgins, and
McIntyre, 1990, 1993; Frame, 1989; Rickards, 1988).

A major deterrent to creativity within organizational decision-
making groups, as well as in focus groups, is social influence. Idea
generation, brainstorming, decision making, problem solving, and other
interactions in small groups frequently result in intimidation of some
group members by others. In this context, intimidation refers to the
instilling of fear that deters, interferes with, or otherwise inhibits the
free expression of one�s ideas. Examples include social pressure result-
ing from status or other social influence and fear that one�s ideas will
be devalued when evaluated by others. Intimidation hinders the equal
participation of all group members, constraining the creativity of
lower-status, junior, shy, or female members.

INTIMIDATION AS A DETERRENT TO
PARTICIPATION AND CREATIVITY

The problem of intimidation as a barrier to creative idea genera-
tion is present in various small group settings. In groups having brain-
storming sessions or otherwise involved in generating creative solu-
tions, lower-status members may be influenced by higher-status mem-
bers (Walker, Ilardi, McMahon, and Fennell, 1996). This finding is in
line with research that indicates that in face-to-face groups higher-
status individuals talk more than those of lower status (Garton and
Wellman, 1993). Shy group members are frequently inhibited by other
group members (see Utz, 2000), thereby participating less in group
discussion and generating fewer creative ideas.

Gender-based differences with respect to interaction behaviors in
mixed gender groups create an intimidation-as-a-barrier-to-creativity
problem in middle management when women members of small task-
oriented groups participate in idea generation, brainstorming, and other
decision-making sessions. Specifically, in these mixed gender groups,
women tend to suppress their ideas (Craig and Sherif, 1986) in part
because of evaluation apprehension (see Meeker and Weitzel-O�Neill,
1977). Smith-Lovin and Brody (1989) found that in mixed gender
groups, men interrupt women more frequently than they do other
men, a mode of interaction that hinders free expression of ideas (see
also Tannen, 1994, pp. 53-83). Moreover, men tend to be more vocal
and participatory than women in these settings and hence tend to
dominate the decision-making process (Herschel, 1994; Klein and
Dologite, 2000; Leaper, 1998; Wood, 1994). As women comprise half
of middle management, and of the workforce in general (Conlin and
Zellner, 1999), the unequal participation of women in groups poses a
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serious challenge to upper management, who are deprived of creative
ideas, unconventional opinions, and controversial views.

Expectation states theory suggests that inasmuch as society ac-
cords men a higher status than women, men�s contributions to the
group task will be perceived as having greater value than those of
women even in situations when men, in fact, make poorer contribu-
tions (see, e.g., Sell, 1997), and thus women will be reluctant to express
their ideas. Consistent with this theory, Tannen (1995) reported the
attribution of ideas to a male member of a focus group when, in fact,
the original contributor was a female member, with the male member
merely picking up on the idea and supporting it in group discussions.

The intimidation problem is faced by focus groups � interactive
discussion groups led by a moderator, which are frequently used in
market research � where the opinions and creative contributions of
shy and reserved members may be suppressed by group interaction
dominated by more vocal individuals (Riley and Jorgensen, 1999, p. 6;
see also Albrecht, Johnson, and Walther, 1993, p. 57). In addition, the
ideas generated by higher-status focus group members tend to domi-
nate the discussion and thus discourage lower-status members from
speaking (Stewart and Shamdasani, 1990, pp. 45-46). Moreover, men
in focus groups tend to speak more often and with greater authority
than women (�peacock effect�), a situation that is a potential source
of irritation to women (Krueger, 1994, p. 78) and one that may inhibit
women from generating creative ideas, voicing their opinions, and
otherwise participating fully in group discussions and deliberations. In
line with the above-mentioned barriers to participation and creativity
that plague focus groups, one study found that more ideas are gener-
ated in individual depth interviews than in focus groups (Fern, 1982).

ANONYMOUS INTERACTIONS IN GROUP
SUPPORT SYSTEMS

Computer-mediated communication (CMC), a tool in the arsenal
of information technology, offers a solution to the problem of intimi-
dation as a barrier to creative idea generation in small groups. Specifi-
cally, the use of group support systems (GSS), or groupware, which
allows for anonymous interaction, provides an environment in which
social cues (e.g., social presence, status, gender, seniority) are absent,
thereby ensuring that the contributions of each group member are
judged solely on merit and not on the external characteristics of the
contributor. GSS is an interactive computer-based information system
that supports and structures group interaction, including idea genera-
tion and problem solving (see, e.g., Huber, Valacich, and Jessup, 1993;
Poole and DeSanctis, 1990; see also Fjermerstad and Hiltz, 2000;
Nunamaker, 1997). GSS, then, can be used to enhance creativity by
assisting in the idea generation process.

Hayne and Rice (1997) summarize the literature on GSS and
anonymity as follows: �Efforts by many researchers � have generally
found an increase in production and satisfaction when anonymous
group brainstorming is used. Other advantages of anonymous partici-
pation include decreased evaluation apprehension, decreased member
domination, decreased conformance pressure and decreased status com-
petition, which can lead to increased exploration of alternatives and
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surfacing of assumptions� (p. 431). Thus, GSS, with its anonymity
feature, promotes increases in participation, creativity, and produc-
tivity and fosters the expression of diverse opinions.

Use of GSS in Small Task-Oriented Groups
Within Organizations

GSS may be helpful to organizations, which rely on small task-
oriented groups for activities such as idea generation, brainstorming,
and decision making. Despite the reliance on groups by the business
world, women in management operate at a particular disadvantage
(Martin and Shanahan, 1983) and have their input devalued because of
gender stereotyping (Gopal, Miranda, Robichaux and Bostrom, 1997).
By having the anonymity-featured GSS assist these groups in their
tasks, the organizations foster the equal participation of all group
members and, in turn, benefit from the divergent viewpoints and in-
sights that result therefrom.

Klein and Dologite (2000) found empirical support for the no-
tion that in providing an environment that masks the external charac-
teristics of group members, GSS ensures that the contributions of each
group member will be judged solely on merit. In an experimental study,
Klein and Dologite reported that mixed gender groups using GSS gener-
ated ideas that were as innovative as the ideas generated by all-male or
all-female groups using GSS. Explaining their findings by reference to
expectation states theory, Klein and Dologite have suggested that the
anonymity feature of GSS eliminates gender as a status characteristic
and thus equalizes participation by allowing for the evaluation of ideas
without the distorting influence of gender.

Similarly, the anonymity afforded by CMC should increase the
participation and creative idea generation of shy group members. In a
study on the anonymity of the Internet, Utz (2000) argues that this is
so because shy group members �cannot be judged primarily by their
appearance [and] they do not have to fear any consequences offline
�. � In another study on anonymous online communication, Roberts,
Smith, and Pollock (1997, p. 2) found that �individuals who self-
identified as shy reported that they were less inhibited and less conser-
vative in on-line environments.� Along the same lines, the anonymity
made possible by GSS is expected to increase the participation of shy
persons and to facilitate the generation of creative ideas by them.

Use of GSS in Focus Groups
The use of GSS to assist focus groups will foster increased partici-

pation by all members, resulting in the generation of more � and more
innovative � ideas. Conducting a study in which GSS-supported focus
groups were compared with traditional focus groups, Parent, Gallupe,
Salisbury, and Handelman (2000) found that focus groups using GSS
generated a greater number of ideas and had better quality of ideas.
Parent et al. suggested, as a reason for their findings, that GSS allows all
focus group members to have an equal voice, with the dominant per-
sonalities losing their dominance. With respect to female group mem-
bers, the implementation of GSS in focus groups may eliminate the
�peacock effect,� whereby male group members participate with greater
frequency and more authority (see above), thereby ensuring equal male-
female participation rates and encouraging creative contributions from
all group members.

SHORTCOMINGS OF ANONYMITY-
FEATURED GSS

In addition to its aforementioned advantages, anonymity may
also have negative effects for some GSS-supported groups. Potential
disadvantages include social loafing (e.g., free riding) and flaming (Jessup
and George, 1997). Thus, anonymity may not be helpful in all circum-
stances. It is suggested that future studies examine under what condi-
tions anonymity-featured GSS is most effective.

CONCLUSION
Given the scholarly literature, it is expected that the use of com-

puter-mediated communication with anonymous interaction capabil-
ity will counteract the distorting effects of status, seniority, and gender
in group interactions and thereby neutralize the barriers to participa-
tion and creative idea generation within small groups.

The anonymity feature of GSS allows group members to assess
ideas solely on merit and not on the basis of the external characteris-
tics of the originator, thereby counteracting the reluctance of group
members to contribute their ideas. The intimidation effect, then, will
be eliminated and a barrier to creative idea generation will be removed.

The current body of research on the effects of GSS on creative
idea generation is not well developed. The pioneering studies that have
been conducted to date have yielded mixed results (for a comprehen-
sive literature review, see Bostrom and Nagasundaram, 1998; for a
recent paper, see Klein and Dologite, 2000), while some theoretical
papers have proposed various conceptual frameworks (see, e.g., Fellers
and Bostrom, 1993). Accordingly, further experimental studies are
required to confirm the suggested relationship between the use of GSS
and creative idea generation.

REFERENCES
Albrecht, T. L, Johnson, G. M., and Walther, J. B. �Understanding

Communication Processes in Focus Groups,� in Successful Focus
Groups: Advancing the State of the Art, D. L. Morgan (ed.), Sage,
Newbury Park, CA, 1993, pp. 51-64.

Bostrom, R. P., and Nagasundaram, M. �Research in Creativity and
GSS,� Proceedings of the Thirty-first Annual Hawaii International
Conference on System Sciences, 1998.

Conlin, M., and Zellner, W. �The CEO Still Wears Wingtips: Jobs That
Lead to the Top Remain Overwhelmingly Female-Free,� Business
Week, November 22, 1999, p. 82.

Couger, J. D., Higgins, L. F., and McIntyre, S. C. �Differentiating Cre-
ativity, Innovation, Entrepreneurship, Intrapreneurship, Copyright
and Patenting for IS Products/Processes.� Proceeding of the Twenty-
third Annual Hawaiian International Conference on System Sci-
ences, 1990, pp. 370-379.

Couger, J. D., Higgins, L. F., and McIntyre, S. C. �(Un)Structured Cre-
ativity in Information Systems Organizations,� MIS Quarterly (17:4),
1993, pp. 375-397.

Craig, J. M., and Sherif, C. W. �The Effectiveness of Men and Women
in Problem-Solving Groups as a Function of Group Gender Composi-
tion,� Sex Roles (14), 1986, pp. 453-466.

Fear of the Unknown.  The Economist, December 4, 1999, pp. 61-62.
Fellers, J. W. and Bostrom, R. P. �Application of Group Support Sys-

tems to Promote Creativity in Information Systems Organizations,�
Proceedings of the Twenty-sixth Annual Hawaiian International
Conference on System Sciences, 1993, pp. 332-341.

Fern, E. F. �The Use of Focus Groups for Idea Generation: The Effects
of Group Size, Acquaintanceship, and Moderator on Response Quan-
tity and Quality,� Journal of Marketing Research (19:February),
1982, pp. 1-13.

Fjermestad, J., and Hiltz, S. R. �Case and Field Studies of Group Support
Systems: An Empirical Assessment.� Proceedings of the Thirty-third
Annual Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences, 2000.

Frame, J. D. �Stimulating High Technology Innovations,� in Key Issues
in Creativity, Innovation and Entrepreneurship, B. G. Whiting and
G. T. Solomon (eds.), Bearly Limited, Buffalo, NY, 1989.

Garton, L. E., and Wellman, B. Social Impacts of Electronic Mail in
Organizations: A Review of the Research Literature, Toronto, Canada:
University of Toronto, Centre for Urban and Community Studies
and the Ontario Telepresence Project, 1993 [On-line]. Available:
http://www.dgp.toronto.edu/tp/papers/9313.html.



Issues and Trends of IT Management in Contemporary Organizations 329

Copyright Idea Group Inc.

Copyright Idea Group Inc.

Copyright Idea Group Inc.

Copyright Idea Group Inc.

Gopal, A., Miranda, S. M., Robichaux, B. P., and Bostrom, R. P. �Lever-
aging Diversity with Information Technology: Gender, Attitude, and
Intervening Influences in the Use of Group Support Systems,� Small
Group Research (28:1), 1997, pp. 29-71.

Hayne, S. C., and Rice, R. E. �Attribution Accuracy when Using Ano-
nymity in Group Support Systems,� International Journal of Hu-
man-Computer Studies (47), 1997, pp. 429-452.

Herschel, R. T. �The Impact of Varying Gender Composition on Group
Brainstorming Performance in a GSS Environment,� Computers in
Human Behavior (10), 1994, pp. 209-222.

Huber, G. P., Valacich, J. S., and Jessup, L. M. �A Theory of the Effects
of Group Support Systems on an Organization�s Nature and Deci-
sions,� in Group Support Systems: New Perspectives, L. M. Jessup
and J. S. Valacich (eds.), Macmillan, New York, 1993, pp. 255-269.

Jessup, L. M., and George, J. F. �Theoretical and Methodological Issues
in Group Support Systems Research: Learning from Groups Gone
Awry,� Small Group Research (28:3), 1997, pp. 394-413.

Klein, E. E., and Dologite, D. G. �The Role of Computer Support Tools
and Gender in Innovative Information System Idea Generation by
Small Groups,� Computers in Human Behavior (16), 2000, pp. 111-
139.

Krueger, R. A. Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research
(2nd ed.), Sage, Thousand Oaks, CA, 1994.

Leaper, C. �Decision-Making Processes Between Friends: Speaker and
Partner Gender Effects,� Sex Roles (39:1), 1998, pp. 125-133.

Martin, P. Y., and Shanahan, K. �Transcending the Effects of Gender
Composition in Small Groups,� Social Work with Groups (6), 1983,
pp. 19-32.

Meeker, B. F., and Weitzel-O�Neill, P. �Sex Roles and Interpersonal
Behavior in Task-Oriented Groups,� American Sociological Review
(42), 1977, pp. 91-105.

Nunamaker, J. F. Jr. �Future Research in Group Support Systems: Needs,
Some Questions and Possible Directions,� International Journal of
Human-Computer Studies (47), 1997, pp. 357-385.

Parent, M., Gallupe, R. B., Salisbury, W. D., and Handelman, J. M.
�Knowledge Creation in Focus Groups: Can Group Technologies
Help?,� Information & Management, (38:1), 2000, pp. 47-58.

Poole, M. S., and DeSanctis, G. �Understanding the Use of Group Deci-
sion Support Systems: The Theory of Adaptive Structuration,� in
Organizations and Communication Technology, C. W. Steinfeld and
J. Fulk (eds.), Sage, Newbury Park, CA, 1990, pp. 173-193.

Rickards, T. Creativity at Work, Gower, Aldershot, England, 1988.
Riley, S., and Jorgensen, B. Use of Focus Groups in Qualitative Research

Methods in Psychology, 1999, [On-line]. Available: http://
www.bath.ac.uk/~pssbsj/focusgrp.htm.

Roberts, L. D., Smith, L. M., and Pollock, C. ��u r a lot bolder on the
net�: The Social Use of Text-based Virtual Environments by Shy
Individuals,� paper presented at the International Conference on
Shyness and Self-consciousness, 1997.

Sell, J. �Gender, Strategies, and Contributions to Public Goods,� Social
Psychology Quarterly (60:3), 1997, pp. 252-265.

Smith-Lovin, L., and Brody, C. �Interruptions in Group Discussions,�
American Sociological Review (54), 1989, pp. 424-435.

Stewart, D. W., and Shamdasani, P. N. Focus Groups: Theory and Prac-
tice, Sage, Newbury Park, CA, 1990.

Tannen, D. Gender and Discourse, Oxford University Press, New York,
1994.

Tannen, D. �The Power of Talk: Who Gets Heard and Why,� Harvard
Business Review, September-October 1995, pp. 138-148.

Utz, S. �Social Information Processing in MUDs: The Development of
Friendships in Virtual Worlds,� Journal of Online Behavior (1:1),
2000, [On-line]. Available: http://www.behavior.net/JOB/v1n1/
utz.html.

Walker, H. A., Ilardi, B. C., McMahon, A. M., and Fennell, M. L.
�Gender, Interaction, and Leadership,� Social Psychology Quarterly
(59:3), 1996, pp. 255-272.

Wood, J. T. Gendered Lives: Communication, Gender, and Culture,
Wadsworth, Belmont, CA, 1994.



 

 

0 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may be

purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage:

www.igi-global.com/proceeding-paper/group-support-systems-handmaidens-

innovation/31783

Related Content

Introducing ITIL Framework in Small Enterprises: Tailoring ITSM Practices to the Size of

Company
 Abir El Yamami,  Khalifa Mansouri,  Mohammed Qbadouand  El Hossein Illoussamen (2019). International

Journal of Information Technologies and Systems Approach (pp. 1-19).

www.irma-international.org/article/introducing-itil-framework-in-small-enterprises/218855

Exploring Lived Experience through Ambient Research Methods
Brian J. McNely (2013). Advancing Research Methods with New Technologies (pp. 250-265).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/exploring-lived-experience-through-ambient/75949

The Digital World and the Elements in Digital Communication and FL Learning
Levent Uzun (2015). Encyclopedia of Information Science and Technology, Third Edition (pp. 2106-2113).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/the-digital-world-and-the-elements-in-digital-communication-and-fl-learning/112618

Analyzing Evolution Patterns of Object-Oriented Metrics: A Case Study on Android Software
Ruchika Malhotraand Megha Khanna (2019). International Journal of Rough Sets and Data Analysis (pp.

49-66).

www.irma-international.org/article/analyzing-evolution-patterns-of-object-oriented-metrics/251901

Understanding the Context of Large-Scale IT Project Failures
Eliot Richand Mark R. Nelson (2012). International Journal of Information Technologies and Systems

Approach (pp. 1-24).

www.irma-international.org/article/understanding-context-large-scale-project/69778

http://www.igi-global.com/proceeding-paper/group-support-systems-handmaidens-innovation/31783
http://www.igi-global.com/proceeding-paper/group-support-systems-handmaidens-innovation/31783
http://www.irma-international.org/article/introducing-itil-framework-in-small-enterprises/218855
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/exploring-lived-experience-through-ambient/75949
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/the-digital-world-and-the-elements-in-digital-communication-and-fl-learning/112618
http://www.irma-international.org/article/analyzing-evolution-patterns-of-object-oriented-metrics/251901
http://www.irma-international.org/article/understanding-context-large-scale-project/69778

