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This article uses the notion of genre repertoire to examine electronic-mail communica-
tion exchanged in a period of three years by an interorganizational community of soft-
ware developers (727 e-mail messages in total). It analyzes the development of this vir-
tual work community by considering the use of communicative genres with respect to (1)
the resources offered by the electronic-mail system, (2) the temporal development of the
project in which the participants were engaged, and (3) the developing relationship
between community members. The study shows that the community organized its com-
municative interactions mainly as informal exchanges between peers rather than as for-
mal exchanges that followed the structure of an interorganizational project. The mes-
sages were strongly affected by the use of a system of electronic mail and changed as the
community members’ relationships developed.
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Asociocultural approach sees writing (even the particular
form of writing required by electronic mail) as a social
activity. A writer is always a member of a community, of a

set of people who, in the past and in the present, “contribute toward
developing and negotiating the forms and meanings of the written
language in its contexts of production and use” (Boscolo 198). Thus,
an act of communication cannot be considered without also taking
into account the participants in the interaction. It is the result of situ-
ated, interpretative, and constructive social work and implies a social
construction of meanings (Spilka; Flower; Petraglia). Over time, indi-
viduals learn to adopt the type, or genre, of oral and written commu-
nication used by the organizational community to which they belong
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(Orlikowski and Yates). From this theoretical perspective, genre refers
to typical rhetorical actions that appear in a community in response to
recurring situations (Miller). Thus, genres are not simply style catego-
ries but are recurring social actions that originate and give regularity
to written discourses and texts (Russell).

During the past few years, research has begun to show how organi-
zations develop communicative genres for creating the practices and
knowledge they need to function (Weick). When an organization has
a well-defined structure, recurring needs or problems arise, each
requiring a different type of discourse. Charles Bazerman (Con-
structing; “Systems”), viewing written genre as a broad rhetorical
strategy approved within a community, suggested that genre is asso-
ciated with a set of rules that direct not only the recurring characteris-
tics of texts but also the regularity in their production and interpreta-
tion and in the transactions between writers and readers (see also Paré
and Smart).

Thus, the sociocultural notion of genre suggests that the writers’
possibility of developing and using rhetorical and linguistic strate-
gies appropriate for specific situations depends on their familiarity
with the context (Miller). In fact, writing is not just a cognitive act but
also, and mostly, a social practice. Therefore, learning to write ade-
quately means learning how to participate in social and communica-
tive interactions, adapting what one says to the requests and expecta-
tions of the receiver according to the genre repertoire, or set of
communicative practices, developed and adopted in a specific com-
munity (Cherny). Acommunity’s genre repertoire is intimately tied to
other aspects of its practice. According to Wanda Orlikowski and
Joanne Yates, identifying the genre repertoire of a community pro-
duces information about its communicative practices: the ways in
which the community organizes activities, how and why these activi-
ties change over time, and how these activities change through con-
tact with technologically mediated communication instruments.

Each community develops specific communicative practices, both
oral and written. These practices are affected by the development of
the main dimensions that, according to Etienne Wenger, characterize
a group as a community of practice:

1. Mutual engagement. Community members share objects of attention
and organize their actions and communication around them. This
dimension emphasizes the centrality of the relations and interpersonal
links established between members.
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2. Joint enterprise. Members negotiate common goals through interaction,
which is in turn made possible because members have common norms
(ideas about what should and should not be done, what is and is not
important, what can and cannot be taken for granted). This dimension
emphasizes the importance of the project in which community mem-
bers are mutually engaged.

3. Shared repertoire. The community possesses a set of “routines, words,
instruments, . . . gestures, genres, actions and concepts that [it] has pro-
duced and adopted during its existence and [that has] become part of
its practices” (83).

In fact, every community has specific ways of speaking, writing, and
using technological instruments and attributes particular meanings
to these ways of communicating (Orr), so members form communica-
tive genres specifically in this latter dimension of community devel-
opment (Hamman; Heath and Luff; Wellman and Gulia). These gen-
res are also affected by the communicative technologies at a
community’s disposal.

According to Orlikowski and Yates, two elements basically define
an organization’s communicative genres: communicative goal and
form. The communicative goal of a genre refers to its intended pur-
pose (e.g., informing, commenting, proposing, questioning, answer-
ing), which is constructed and recognized by the community rather
than by the individual writer. The form of a genre refers to its directly
observable characteristics such as structure, medium, and language.
We can recognize genres within a community by the presence of one
or both of these elements. For example, a business letter’s goal is to
document business topics, and its form is characterized by a structure
that includes the sender’s address, the date, and the contents and the
use of formal language. The genres of a community are produced,
reproduced, and changed over time according to both the changing
needs of and relationships within the community. The genre reper-
toire may also be voluntarily or involuntarily modified when one or
more genres become inactive or when new genres are added. Gen-
erally, a new genre has become part of the repertoire of a community
when a union between communicative goal and form has been estab-
lished (Orlikowski and Yates).

The aspects of a community’s genre repertoire that are particularly
relevant to this study are its composition (the set of genres constitut-
ing the repertoire) and its use (the frequency with which specific gen-
res are used at different times by members of the community). By ana-
lyzing the composition of a repertoire, we gleaned information about
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the types of communicative activities practiced by members of a com-
munity and, therefore, about how a community organizes some of its
activities. By analyzing the use of a repertoire, we discussed how
these genres can change over time according to different phases in a
community’s development.

We suspected that some changes in the composition and use of a
community’s genre repertoire would result from the growing use of
technologically mediated communication in work contexts (Riva and
Galimberti; Smith and Kollock; Suchman). Similarly, theorists have
posited a connection between genre and community that led us to
suspect that the composition and use of a community’s genre reper-
toire could also be affected by the longitudinal development of a vir-
tual work community. Finally, we suspected that these two factors,
technological mediation and community development, might inter-
act—that is, that technological mediation might affect the practices
and paths of community development, particularly in constructing a
shared repertoire of communicative practices.

RESEARCH AIMS

In this study, we explore the ways that technological mediation
and community development interact by examining electronic-mail
communication within an interorganizational community of soft-
ware developers. Our purpose for this research was to analyze the
development of a virtual work community by considering the differ-
ent uses of communicative genres with respect to the resources
offered by the electronic-mail system, the temporal development of
the project’s activities, and the developing relationship between com-
munity members. Therefore, in our analysis, we focus on the follow-
ing three research questions:

1. Did the electronic-mail system contribute to the construction of specific
genres in the overall genre repertoire of a virtual community?

2. Did the use of the community’s genre repertoire change over time as
the project developed?

3. Did the use of the genre repertoire change as the relationships between
community members developed and the community went through dif-
ferent phases?

In addition to examining these questions, we also describe the situ-
ated practices by which community members negotiated shared
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meanings and highlight the interaction between genres, instruments
of technological mediation, and the phases of a community’s devel-
opment. Before we discuss the results of our analysis, we first explain
the context and data corpus of our study as well as our method of
analysis.

CONTEXT AND DATA CORPUS

Our data corpus consisted of 795 electronic-mail messages pro-
duced during about three years of work (July 1996 to April 1999) by
three members of an interorganizational group involved in creating a
software interface for the financial products handled by the Milan
Stock Exchange. The work community was formed specifically for
this project, and the members’ relationships developed around and in
relation to the project’s evolution. We chose this specific community
because it had been developed mostly via electronic-mail communi-
cation, and members rarely used other means of communicating with
each other (e.g., face-to-face encounters, phone calls, formal meet-
ings). Moreover, these three members had never worked together
previously and therefore can be considered members of a community
of practice that was developed and consolidated during the three
years of the project.

We collected our data by collaborating with one of the members
(who also gave us information about the structure and general orga-
nization of the work community) who was either a sender or a recipi-
ent of all the messages.1 The three community members we focused
on were the main actors in the project: One was employed by the orga-
nization leading the project (a large Italian public company) and the
other two by the organization involved in creating the product (a
small Italian software development company). Their average age was
30, and they were all male. They shared a culture of computer-engineer-
ing planning and were regular electronic-mail users. These three
members were the senders (and in most cases also the recipients) of
91% of the messages produced during the three years of the project
(727 messages). The remaining 9% of the messages, which we do not
consider in our analysis, were produced by nine other people who
played a more marginal role in the project.
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METHOD OF ANALYSIS

Drawing on the insights of Orlikowski and Yates, we categorized
each of the 727 messages according to two basic elements: its commu-
nicative goal as socially recognized by community members and its
formal characteristics. As a starting point, we used the categories pro-
posed by Orlikowski and Yates: memo, note, business letter, report,
proposal, and dialogue. We used slightly different definitions of these
categories than Orlikowski and Yates did, adapting them both to the
specificity of our data and to the communicative rules and practices
specific to Italian organizational contexts. In the next section, we dis-
cuss our definitions of each category together with the categories’
quantitative distribution in the composition of the genre repertoire.
Two independent evaluators, whose agreement was 98%, categorized
the messages. They discussed the dubious categorizations until they
reached an agreement. This evaluation allowed us to determine the
composition of the community’s genre repertoire.

To analyze the use of the genre repertoire, we also conducted a lon-
gitudinal analysis, considering the distribution of each genre during
the entire work project, which we broke into 11 periods of three
months each.

We carried out a qualitative analysis of the messages’ form and
content, rereading each message to discover emerging themes that
highlight the interaction between genres, instruments of technologi-
cal mediation, and phases of the community’s development (Taylor).
We illustrate these emerging themes through our analysis of some
messages that typify the phenomena we describe (Toulmin).

RESULTS

We first discuss our results concerning the composition of the com-
munity’s genre repertoire and then the various ways in which the
community members used the genres in the repertoire as their project
and their relationship developed.

The Composition of the Genre Repertoire

Data analysis permitted us to show that the community members
recognized five genres as useful in achieving their final work goal: the
note, report, dialogue, proposal, and memo (and the residual cate-
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gory of mixed genre). Thus, these five genres constitute the genre rep-
ertoire of this community (see Figure 1). The following subsections
describe each genre briefly and discuss its quantitative distribution in
the overall genre repertoire.

Note. The most used genre in the repertoire is the note, constituting
66% of the messages exchanged. According to Orlikowski and Yates,
it is the most informal written genre: “A note is used to communicate
briefly, informally, and relatively personally, and is typically consid-
ered ephemeral rather than documentary” (561). We categorized as
notes all messages used for brief, informal, and personal communica-
tion as well as messages containing jokes and personal news (see ex-
cerpt 1):

Excerpt 1: Note2

To: castel@dns.WJY.com
From: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@XYZ.it>
Subject: various
Cc:
Bcc:
X-Attachments:
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Friday: Terrible tragedy (18.00 —> 19.20 —> No taxi in Rome —> home at
11:30 !!!!!)

I think it may be ok for Monday !! I’ll confirm it shortly!!
Giobatta

Note messages contained in embedded text (text that had been
inserted from a previous message) were also included in this commu-
nicative genre as well as messages with content that essentially coin-
cided with the subject line, which we called a note in the subject (see
excerpt 2):

Excerpt 2: Note in the subject

To: castelletto
From: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@XYZ.it>
Subject: I need dimensions (h, width, depth) of servers. Thanks!
Cc:
Bcc:
X-Attachments:

The use of the subject line as the message is a creative form of
communication generated by this community and allowed by the
electronic-mail system. In fact, all mail systems were planned to
maintain the typical formal structures of official intra- and inter-
organizational correspondence (e.g., with lines indicating the sender,
receiver, subject, etc.). However, in this case, we see a creative use of a
formal structure that emphasizes the efficiency of the communication
permitted by the electronic-mail system. Making the text of the com-
munication coincide with the subject is a way of sending a message
that is immediately visible to the receiver without the latter having to
open the mail to read it. The fact that the message ends in the subject is
indicated by the “Thanks!” (see excerpt 2), which here serves as an
indicator of the communicative function of the subject line.

Report. The report genre constituted 18% of the total distribution of
messages. The goal of a report is to disclose information about a cer-
tain situation; therefore, it contains an extended and analytic docu-
mentation of a topic or fact (see excerpt 3). Frequently conveyed in
schematic form, a report is organized in points and uses technical and
rather impersonal language. We also included messages containing
attachments in the report category because the presence of an at-
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tached file enriched the message with technical, schematic, and for-
mal elements.

Excerpt 3: Report

Date: Tue, 29 Oct 1996 15:42:37 +0100 (MET)
X-Sender: martini@mailbox.xyz.it (Unverified)
To: girolfi@xyz.it
From: Valeria MARTINI  <martini@ns.xyz.it>
Subject: Updating sw funds (Maracco)

Regarding Maracco’s fax of 26/10 I inform you that:

1. the sw test did not end on Saturday because there were problems
with the graphics

2. We decoded Maracco’s jurassic file with the utilities you sent me in
file WJY

3. we thought we’d install the new sw putting only morning out of line on
data not in line until a technician can check them and finally proceed to
the true line up of the new maracchino. How great to return and hear
“Mary had a little lamb” and Beethoven’s Fifth

Bye
Valeria

Dialogue. Dialogues constituted 10% of the messages exchanged.
The dialogue genre is a form of written interaction modeled on oral
conversation and made possible by electronic mail’s capacity to insert
all or part of a preceding message (defined as embedded text) in the new
text the writer is creating. This genre is characterized by the commu-
nicative goal of responding to a preceding message; thus, we catego-
rized as dialogue only messages containing embedded text respond-
ing to proposal, report, and memo messages (see excerpt 4):

Excerpt 4: Dialogue

Date: Thu, 31 Oct 1996 07:51:42 GMT
X-Sender: castel@dns.wjy.com
To: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@xyz.it>
From: Dario Castelletto <castel@wjy.com>
Subject: Re: menu’ principale banca

At 15.46 30/10/96 +0100, you wrote:
>At 08.15 25/10/96 GMT, you wrote:
>Hi
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>It all seems right.
>In any case for every file it’s possible > to define a specific warning: right?
yes, then “actions” come all together when there is a problem on the line/

system (which has a global nature)
> is everything ok with the TST and the >line?
The bank has some troubles with initialising :)
The line will be definitively activated on Monday
> talk to you soon
>Giobatta
A nice WE (if only they could always be three days!)
dario

Dialogue via electronic mail is certainly different from dialogue
that occurs face-to-face. By reporting speech (i.e., text) from a previ-
ously received message, the writer reconstructs the dialogue form in a
new message. Reported speech in electronic-mail messages also
seems completely different in form and in substance from that found
in written language, in which such reporting is used to refer to other
dialogues the writer has heard. In electronic mail, part of the text pro-
duced by others is embedded—inserted rather than referred to—into
the message not only to reconstruct a dialogue form but also to indi-
cate which part of the previously received message the writer is
responding to. By selectively choosing which parts of the previous
message (especially if the previous message is rather long) to insert in
the response, the writer implies that the inserted text is relevant. And
the fact that the inserted text is addressed directly in the response
indicates its salience to the interlocutors.

Proposal. Proposals constituted 3% of the total number of messages.
The proposal genre is distinguished by its specific communicative
goal: to defend a past or propose a future course of action or an idea
(see excerpt 5). In this case, the goal marks the genre more than its
form does. In fact, the form can take varying structural as well as lin-
guistic characteristics. (Often this genre was included with other gen-
res in the same message; therefore, we categorized some messages
containing proposals as mixed.)

Excerpt 5: Proposal

To: castelletto
From: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@xyz.it>
Subject: server
Cc:
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Bcc:
X-Attachments:

I thought I’d install the servers in a rack with only one video/button/
mouse and one active switch (which makes electrical levels visible) to
work on the two servers. Do you think that’s ok?

Bye and thanks

Memo. Memos constituted 2% of the message corpus. As a genre,
memos are messages whose goal is to communicate brief information
in a more formal manner (without embedded messages, graphics, or
nonstandard elements) (see excerpt 6): As Orlikowski and Yates have
explained, “A memo traditionally documents intraorganizational
communication and is identified primarily by its distinct heading,
rather than by a specific purpose” (554). We also categorized as
memos intraorganizational messages, that is, messages sent to more
than one recipient:

Excerpt 6: Memo

To: antoni, mart
From: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@xyz.it>
Subject: lines with Bank
Cc:
Bcc:
X-Attachments:

Hi (and Happy New Year!)
I just ordered the DCM line for the new bank system: DCM, 19.200,

synchronic
The reserve line will be either a DCM or an ISDN (the bank has changed

type of back up) and should arrive in the apparatus zone of the control
room.

Bye
Giobatta
PS Are we ok for the expansion of 12 lines of interactive product (end of

January)?

Mixed genres. A final, residual category was mixed genres (repre-
senting 1% of the total messages). These messages contained more
than one genre, so they could not be categorized in only one of the pre-
viously defined genre categories (see excerpt 7).
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Excerpt 7: Mixed genre

Date: Mon, 11 Nov 1996 16:36:45 GMT
X-Sender: castel@dns.wjy.com
To: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@xyz.it>
From: Dario Castelletto <castel@wjy.com>
Subject: Re: documents of specific bank

At 17.02 11/11/96 +0100, you wrote:
Hi!
>last Friday I received the final version of the following doc:
>
>TST Service-Interconnection of user systems
>- Specifics of applied flows v.5.0, 21/10/96
>- Functional specifics v.1.5, 21/10/96
>- Technical specifics v.1.2, 19/05/95
>
>do you also have them?
>Bye - giobatta
Yes - Thanks - We also received them.
I take the opportunity to present you with two problems:
*definition nick-name
*change of titles selection of one index
These changes, operable through more or less complicated list-box win-

dows, will finally have an impact on the tables of the db of the server
that are used for the display in real time of the information produced.
Due to obvious considerations of concurrent access to one table and
various look-up problems, the preceding two points involve important
considerations.

Since a change in titles selection provokes the re-compacting of the look-
up table (long operation), when do you think it can phase? More linear
solution to not “interrupt” the transmission is to make changes at the
end of the transmission (before back-up): what do you think?

bye - dario
P.S. How did the new kitchen go?

This message simultaneously contains the note genre, in the
answer to another note and in the postscript; the memo genre, in the
technical discussion; and the proposal genre, in the proposed solution
to a problem.

The composition of the genre repertoire shows that the community
used five genres to develop the work project and to reach its work
objectives. Several genres, such as notes, played a broad communica-
tive role; others, such as memos and proposals, constituted marginal
percentages of the community’s total electronic-mail communication.
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Moreover, the electronic-mail system itself contributed to the con-
struction of specific genres, such as dialogues and notes in the subject.
This genre distribution—especially the prevalence of the note
messages and the absence of other genres, such as business letters—
indicates that the community organized its communicative practices
as informal peer interactions rather than formal interorganizational
exchanges. Thus, the composition of the genre repertoire indicates the
kind of relationship that existed between community members.
Moreover, the prevalence of notes and dialogues showed that the
members cooperatively defined both the activities needed to develop
the product and the means to their practical realization. Hence, the
repertoire was also shaped by the project in which the community
members were mutually engaged. The presence of the report genre
demonstrated that the members could also communicate in more for-
mal and analytic ways when necessary: In this case, an organizational
rule that work should sometimes be documented more formally occa-
sionally obliged members to produce a formal report, a genre that was
also more suitable for communicating with those outside of the com-
munity. However, our analysis thus far did not allow us to determine
if this repertoire composition was stable throughout the development
of the project and the community. In the next section, we address this
issue.

The Use of the Genre Repertoire

To account for the development of the community and for the evo-
lution of its communicative practices, we analyzed the evolution of
the genre repertoire during the three years of the project. We hypothe-
sized that use of the genre repertoire changed as project activities and
relationships between members developed and as the community
went through various phases.

The institution of an initial genre repertoire is typically a stabilizing
force. The members of a new community generally tend to import
communicative practices from their preceding work contexts, thus
preserving familiar norms and practices (Wenger). However, deliber-
ate or involuntary changes in the use or composition of genre reper-
toires can always occur in such situations. In fact, these variations
may be responses to changes both in the development of the commu-
nity and in the activities, phases, and means of communication used
throughout the work project. In our data, variations occurred not in
the composition of the genre repertoire (i.e., it always consisted of the
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same five genres) but in the use, more or less frequent, of each com-
munication genre. The distribution of the genres used by the commu-
nity showed several peculiarities linked both to the specific project
activities and to the particular stages of community development.
The graph in Figure 2 shows the percentage of messages constituted
by each genre throughout the 11 three-month periods of the project.

Apart from the first period, community members always used the
note genre most. Moreover, the graph in Figure 2 shows unusually
frequent use of this genre in periods 3 (78% of total messages), 7 (86%
of total messages), and 11 (86% of total messages). By examining the
notes exchanged during these periods, we were able to determine the
kind of communicative needs the genre was most useful in meeting.
During period 3 (January-March 1997), community members verified
a series of product anomalies and tested the product. These events
required a lively exchange of notes between members that facilitated
asking questions and providing answers in order to resolve problems
and make decisions.

In period 7 (January-March 1998), members tested the product for
the final time before its installation. The use of notes kept members
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up-to-date regarding test results and necessary changes in the prod-
uct. Members installed the product in period 11 (January-April 1999).
At that time, communicating through notes (86% of total messages)
enabled members to communicate problems and imperfections, on
one side of the exchange, and provide the right solutions, on the other.
Notes were used infrequently only at the beginning of the project: In
period 1 (July-September 1996), they constitute only 35 % of the total
messages. This infrequent usage probably indicates that, in the first
phase of community development, an informal genre such as notes—
which presupposes a shared context of interaction—is not so appro-
priate for members who have not yet had a chance to share many
interactions. Thus, these results show that the note genre character-
ized the communicative style of this community but only after a cer-
tain phase of community development: In January 1997, after six
months of project work and community development, 78% of the
total messages of the community were notes.

Reports were frequently used in period 4 (27% of total messages)
and in periods 8 through 10 (23% of total messages in each period). In
period 4 (April-June 1997), the reports primarily consisted of files con-
taining technical specifications about the product being developed. In
periods 8, 9, and 10 (April-December 1998), the reports primarily pro-
vided information about the functioning of the product to be
installed. From this use, we can ascertain that the report was primar-
ily useful for communicating technical data and, thus, was particu-
larly used when members needed to send new versions or technical
modifications of the product.

The frequencies of both the proposal and dialogue genres were at
their peak in period 1 (12% and 37% of total messages, respectively).
Dialogue also remained a frequently used genre in period 2 (25% of
total messages).

The initial high incidence of dialogue messages was partially due
to the high number of micro decisions members needed to make
about specific aspects of the software product they were dealing with
(see excerpt 4): Members used the dialogue genre for sharing their
knowledge about times, paths, and rules for accomplishing common
work. Moreover, dialogue messages were initially necessary for
responding to the large number of proposals for defining the com-
puter product. These proposals were common at the beginning of the
project, when members needed to share courses of action and ways of
carrying out the project. Also, the greater formality of proposals, as
compared to notes, made that genre more useful during the early
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development of the virtual community. As the relationship between
the members grew closer, especially after they had had two face-to-
face meetings, this genre was replaced by the more informal notes.
However, the limited use of the dialogue genre throughout the project
is difficult to explain. This genre was produced by the use of an
electronic-mail system and seemed particularly suited for sustaining
the growing informal relationship between community members.
Perhaps notes substituted for dialogues in this community’s genre
repertoire, as the inverse relationship between the use of note mes-
sages and the use of dialogue messages would indicate.

The use of the memo genre was always limited (only 11 memo mes-
sages were sent during the entire project) and for that reason was also
rather stable over time. The exception was in period 6 (October-
December 1997), when memo messages represented 27% of the total
messages, but this percentage represented only three memo mes-
sages. In this period, few messages about this project were sent (only
11 messages in three months) because members were waiting for deci-
sions and information from the Milan Stock Exchange. Members used
the three memo messages to document the project’s development
phase to organizational members outside of their community.

These results suggest a relationship between the use of the genre
repertoire and phases in the development of the project and the com-
munity. In particular, the overall use of each genre (e.g., the increased
use of notes over the whole project) seemed connected with the devel-
oping relationship between community members whereas the rela-
tive use of each genre in different periods (e.g., the spikes in the use of
notes during periods 3, 7, and 11) seemed more connected to specific
project activities. To explore these relationships in more detail, we
present the results of our qualitative analysis of messages.

The Interaction between Genres, Instruments of Technological
Mediation, and the Development of the Community

The results we have just discussed indicate that the genre reper-
toire’s use depended on several specific characteristics of the instru-
ments of technological mediation as well as on the development
phases of the community and of the project.

Aspects of this repertoire were concretely negotiated through the
communicative exchanges that constituted the structure in which the
work community developed. This section describes the ways in
which members negotiated some basic aspects of their work function-
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ing and coconstructed the shared repertoire of the community that
was being established and also highlights the interaction between
genres, instruments of technological mediation, and the development
of the community. Aspects of the shared repertoire that were negoti-
ated included the level of formality, content of the messages, commu-
nicative rules of the project, development of vocabulary and genre,
and tolerance for errors.

Level of formality. We were able to observe how interacting members
proceeded in their interpersonal relations. The first messages ex-
changed were formal (see also Zucchermaglio); the members, Dario
and Giobatta, used a professional linguistic register in the third-
person singular and signed with both first and last names (see ex-
cerpt 8).

Excerpt 8

To: Girolfi@XYZ.it
Subject: look-up table GSP
Date: Wed, 10 Jul 96 11:23:20 METDST

I received the mail with the tedeo text attributes, which was very useful.
Thanks.
..............
I would be very grateful if you could send me some information, particu-

larly regarding point 1.

Regards,
Dario Castelletto

After Dario and Giobatta met in person at a meeting of the plan-
ning group, they adopted a more informal communicative genre, one
that was more adapted to the activity they were carrying out and the
relationship that was being defined.3 In their first messages, Dario
and Giobatta spoke only of facts and problems pertaining to the pro-
ject. They also used the note in the subject genre as a condensed
method of communicating facts.

Content of the messages. In addition to adopting a more informal reg-
ister, Dario and Giobatta also shifted the topics they wrote about as
their relationship developed. In the messages they exchanged before
they met in person, they referred exclusively to work aspects and
problems. Later, the two members included in their messages refer-
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ences related to personal events, such as family commitments, health,
and vacations (see excerpt 9).

Excerpt 9

Date: Fri Mar 14 12:57:30 1997
To: Dario Castelletto <castel@wjy.com>
From: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@XYZ.it>
Subject: Re: (perhaps) I can manage to send/receive electronic mail!!
Cc:
Bcc:
X-Attachments:
.........
I came back from Brussels today- I’m sick: I ate mussels and oysters from

the North Sea and fear I did something stupid. (Seriously)
If I don’t go home, I’ll call you later.
Bye
Giobatta

The two members increasingly used notes in their informal
exchanges, to the point of it becoming a rule. Its transgression was
announced and disputed (see excerpt 10).

Excerpt 10

Date: Wed, 8 Jan 1997 08:56:02 GMT
X-Sender: castel@dns.WJY.com
To: Girolfi@XYZ.it
From: Dario Castelletto <castel@wjy.com>
Subject: line, funding, etc.
I’m starting to design the characteristics of Tedeo funding. Could you tell

me when the funds line is interrogated (once, twice a day?)
Regarding the temporary line, if you let me know soon if everything is

ready for the continuation of the contract, I can phone Bagozza to let
you know the date (to write on the request) for passage to the produc-
tion area.

Shortly I must send you a “very formal” mail (that *Cc likes) summarising
yesterday’s telephone conversation—sorry.

Bye and thanks

Dario

Dario’s need to send “a very formal mail,” which is quite different
from the informal note genre shared in the community, mirrors the
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need to also account for a different use of a communicative genre at
the organizational level (i.e., outside the community).

Communicative rules of the project. Community members negotiated
not only how they would communicate with each other but also how
the various pieces of software they were developing would commu-
nicate with each other and with the software’s users. The time mem-
bers spent sharing communicative rules regarding technical aspects
of the software product was also important to the process of
coconstructing a shared repertoire. This sharing of communicative
rules can be seen in Giobatta’s message describing the formal charac-
teristics required for the Tedeo system and on which the entire project
must be constructed (see excerpt 11).

Excerpt 11

Tue Jul 09 16:36:29 1996
To: castel@WJY.com
From: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@XYZ.it>
Subject: Tedeo text attributes
Cc:
Bcc:
X-Attachments:

The Tedeo page is composed of 24 lines × 40 columns.
The attributes (colour, blinking, largest dimension) have effect from the

position after the one they are at until the end of the line. At the begin-
ning of the line the attributes are re-set to default that is:

- black background
- text modality
- white colour
- no blinking
..........
The Tedeo control characters can be transmitted through the correspond-

ing hexadecimal code or through the escape sequence /hh. For exam-
ple the red code character is ‘/01 or 0 x01.

I hope it’s clear.

Development of vocabulary and genre. In addition, the members grad-
ually introduced terms and symbols with special meanings for them.
The following messages (see excerpts 12 and 13) are examples of how,
through negotiation, members attributed an original meaning to a
mathematic symbol: Its shared meaning was increasingly developed
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during the interaction in order to personalize reciprocal greetings. For
instance, Giobatta introduced ciao++ as a sort of extra ciao, implicitly
referring to the members’ understanding of the technical meaning of
the + symbol commonly used to increase that which precedes it in a
mathematical formula (e.g., N+1). This nonstandard use of the + sym-
bol forces Dario (see excerpt 13) to ask for confirmation of his interpre-
tation of it as a double ciao (“ciao+=2?”).

Excerpt 12

To: castelletto
From: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@xyzai.it>
Subject: ver 2.0
Cc:
Bcc:
X-Attachments:
Clock: Which one do you prefer?
the rest is ok
ciao++

Excerpt 13

Date: Wed, 18 Sep 1996 10:58:27 GMT
X-Sender: castel@dnswjy.com
To: gidrlfi@xyz.it
From: Dario Castelletto <castel@wjy.com>
Subject: automatic colours on table
X-Attachments: C:\DArio\PRJ\XYZ\LAY-OUT.ZIP;
your ciao++ puzzled me,
does it mean ciao+=2?
Dario Castelletto

During the project, members also progressively coconstructed
shared communicative norms that took advantage of the peculiarities
and limits of the telecommunication system. The project members, all
regular users of electronic mail who belonged to the same computer-
engineering community, already had rules for using electronic mail.
Members’ tacit and widely shared knowledge of norms of interaction
was then reinforced and enriched as the community developed, such
as in their coconstruction of the note in the subject genre, which took
advantage also of the peculiarities offered by the electronic-mail sys-
tem. The negotiation of a shared repertoire also occurred with the
coconstruction of linguistic games that took advantage of some of the
peculiarities of written communication such as the use of emoticons,
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the little faces that are inserted beside messages (particularly in notes)
to provide an emotional connotation (see excerpt 14).

Excerpt 14

Thu Sep 12 11:10:53 1996
To: Dario Castelletto <castel@wjy.com>
From: Giobatta Girolfi <girolfi@XYZ.it>
Subject: Re: welcome back
Cc:
Bcc:
X-Attachments:

what are you doing, checking me?
..........
Bye, I’ll talk to you soon
::-) (I wear glasses)

In addition, the members’ joint vocabulary was characterized by
the use of new terms or computer jargon derived from the following
English terms (not commonly used in Italian): check, vampire, feed-
back, flag, zip (see excerpt 15).

Excerpt 15

To: Girolfi@XYZ.it
From: Dario Castelletto <castel@wjy.com>
Subject: fresh zipped specifics
X-Attachments: C:\DARIO\XYZ\DOCS\XYZ.ZIP;

i re-zipped everything.
bye - dario

As terms in this specific jargon became known by the computer-
engineering community, members gradually began to use the jargon
regularly in their interactions with each other. We interpret this
shared jargon as an additional marker of their growing informal
relationship.

Tolerance for errors. Some characteristics of the written texts the
community produced seemed to depend even more directly on an in-
teraction between phases of community development and typical
characteristics of technologically mediated communication. For ex-
ample, as the relationship between the members developed, they be-
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came more tolerant of both orthographic and syntactic errors in com-
munication mediated by electronic mail than they would be of such
errors in traditional written language. This tolerance seemed to be an-
other marker of the growing informality that characterized the rela-
tionship between community members. In fact, when individuals
outside the community became involved in the communication, the
language returned to that of traditional interorganizational commu-
nication, in which textual correctness and formality are valued.
This shift in genres and in communicative modalities marked the fact
that over time, members considered themselves as a separate commu-
nity. For this reason, they marked and characterized their communi-
cation with others outside their community as clearly different (see
excerpt 16).

Excerpt 16

To: girolfi@XYZ.it, “Rena”<tedeo@XYZ.it>
From: Dario Castelletto <castel@wjy.com>
Subject: Tedeo Market Macro Functioning
X-Attachments: C:\DARIO\PRJ\XYZ\FUNZ.DOC;

I am sending you all of the functioning I defined for the tedeo funds mar-
ket applied windows. They permit the definition of a unique graphic
interface for the various users who will have present/validated/invali-
dated the various controls/menu

I await your advice for proceeding to reorganization of graphic windows.
Regards,
Dario Castelletto

This message confirmed that the community negotiated and
developed an informal register for dealing with specific work activi-
ties and for sustaining the informal relationships members had devel-
oped during the project. The use of notes, for example, was not indis-
criminate; this genre was never used to communicate to those outside
the group. Even when the aim of a message was the same as that of a
note, the genre any member used varied as a function of the relation-
ship between sender and receiver. These results suggest that use of a
genre repertoire is affected by the peripheral-central dimension of
community membership. The qualitative analysis shows that mem-
bers chose to use formal or informal genres depending on whether
they were writing to internal (i.e., central) community members or
external (i.e., peripheral) organizational ones. Future research is
needed to analyze the influence of different receivers on the composi-
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tion and use (and content) of the genre repertoires of other virtual
communities.

Our results show that an electronic-mail system was able to sustain
the negotiation of some basic work functions and the coconstruction
of a shared repertoire of the community, even if a not insignificant role
was played by the first face-to-face meeting. Compared with paths of
community development in face-to-face situations, as in meetings
(see, e.g., Zucchermaglio and Talamo; Fasulo and Zucchermaglio),
electronic mail seemed to allow a more rapid community develop-
ment, particularly in the coconstruction of a shared repertoire dimen-
sion. Future research is needed to analyze the development of com-
munities mediated by other types of electronic or technological
systems (see Talamo, Zucchermaglio, and Ligorio).

CONCLUSIONS

The two dimensions central to this analysis, that is, the composi-
tion of the repertoire and its use, contributed to reveal several basic
aspects of the work community’s development of communicative
practices. The composition of the repertoire included five different
genres that community members used to reach their work objectives
(note, proposal, memo, report, and dialogue). The prevalence of note
messages, together with the absence of other genres (such as business
letters), indicates the prevalence of an informal communicative and
work style. Nevertheless, the presence of genres such as the report or
proposal indicates that members could also communicate (especially
with the outside of the community) following more formal and orga-
nizational rules. Moreover, the electronic-mail system contributed to
the construction of specific genres, such as dialogue and note in the
subject.

The longitudinal analysis of the use of the genre repertoire shows
that use depends on both specific project activities and phases of com-
munity development. The distribution of the messages shows how
the community made different use of genres over time. Occasional
spikes in the use of certain genres were linked to the different project
activities members were dealing with whereas the overall develop-
ment of each genre’s use was connected with the growing and devel-
oping relationship between community members. In particular, a
rapid shift can be observed toward the production of genres (such as
note messages) more consonant in terms of goals and form with the
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informality characterizing the relationships between members over
time. This result leads us to believe that the informality characteristic
of electronic-mail communication that is widely documented in the
literature may be a dimension that is negotiated and coconstructed,
even rapidly, by members during interaction. However, informality
may not necessarily be present in the initial communicative
exchanges between the members of a new community. The
coconstruction of this informality was very rapid in our virtual com-
munity (taking about six months). Further research is needed to ana-
lyze if initial formality followed by negotiated informality is also
characteristic of other virtual communities, with more members and
with more differentiated organizational and professional identities.

Qualitative examination of the messages revealed that some
aspects of the communication were determined by specific character-
istics of the electronic-mail communication system. Some genres
(such as note in the subject or dialogue) and also some formal charac-
teristics of messages (such as the use of emoticons) show how both
formal and informal communications benefit from the expressive
capacities members acquired through the resources offered by the
system of mediation.

Another important result concerns the ways in which members
communicated with outsiders. The increased formality of these mes-
sages marked the fact that the community recognized itself as a com-
munity and recognized those who were not part of the community as
different. It also showed that the communicative genre repertoire was
a basic instrument for moving with competence within communica-
tive and organizational practices (including technologically medi-
ated ones) that characterized the boundaries between communities
and the more or less central community membership of sender and
receiver.

Our analysis was limited to one small virtual community; never-
theless, results show the use of the notion of genre repertoire for the
description of communicative practices (including technologically
mediated ones) that characterize the growth and development of
work communities.

NOTES

1. The participants involved in this study were all informed about our research aims
and methodology and the privacy rules according to the Ethical Rules of the Italian
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Association of Psychology. All personal names, institutional names, and e-mail
addresses are fictitious.

2. All the messages were originally written in Italian. We present here their transla-
tion as literally as possible.

3. Despite the flexibility of electronic mail and the growing informality in communi-
cation as the relationship between community members developed, telephone conver-
sations and the two face-to-face meetings played an important role in the development
of the shared repertoire of the community.
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