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ABSTRACT 

Despite the anonymity level associated with Group Decision Supported Systems meetings 

(GDSS), there is still a possibility that meeting participants can attribute comments to their 

authors. “Physical Proximity” of meeting participants is one of the challenges associated with 

GDSS supported meetings which, sometimes, enable meeting participants determine who is 

participating by observing each other’s activities. 

Generally, enhancing the physical anonymity of a GDSS anonymous meeting environment 

by installing iPads at the GDSS meeting environment may be considered one of the more effective 

solutions regarding concerns over participants’ physical proximity. ‘MeetingSphere’, 

‘FacilitatePro’ and ‘Spilter’ GDSS meeting applications were investigated in this research. Semi-

structured interviews were conducted with GDSS 22 meeting facilitators, technical support 

experts, users and managers of GDSS meeting application providers. All interviewees were from 

real GDSS meeting settings who had interacted with one of the previously mentioned GDSS 

applications. However, this research findings indicate that the issue of increasing the physical 

anonymity in GDSS meetings is not of a major importance as anonymity is not of much concern 

for the participants utilizing GDSS meeting applications. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Technology-supported small group research is one of the fastest growing interdisciplinary 

research fields in Human Computer Interaction, particularly, in Group Decision Support Systems 

(Romano et al., 2007). Implementing anonymity-enabled GDSS applications is aimed at 

supporting the decision-making process within groups and most importantly at changing how 

group members behave in an anonymous environment (Miranda, 1994; DeSanctis et al., 2008; 

Nunamaker & Deokar, 2008). 

Even though the anonymity in GDSS applications masks identities, some users of these 

systems remain suspicious of the security and the secrecy levels that these applications maintain. 

This situation may negatively impact the willingness of participants to freely contribute to 

discussions and disagree with other group members or express their ideas without fear (Spears et 

al., 2002). Therefore, it is vital to understand how these technologies establish anonymity, and how 
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GDSS meeting participants utilize anonymity strategically (Christopherson, 2007) to resist and 

disagree with other members (Reicher et al., 1995). 

Anonymity in GDSS is composed of three types: environmental, content based, and 

procedural anonymity. Environmental anonymity deals with the physical settings of the meeting 

which contains environmental factors such as the number of group members participating in the 

session and the "Physical Proximity" of the group members (Gavish & Gerdes, 1998). These 

environmental factors may be detrimental to the success of the anonymity process within GDSS 

meetings, particularly where participants share the same conference room requiring special 

arrangements to maintain anonymity in GDSS meetings (ibid). 

Increasing anonymity in GDSS meetings is expected to increase participants’ confidence 

in the anonymity of the system, reduce the ability of meeting participants to attribute contributions. 

The anonymity feature of GDSS meetings aims to prevent meeting participants from exploiting 

their masked identities to achieve personal goals, which, hence, may foster resistance and increase 

group task-conflict. 

Using the anonymity feature of the GDSS, the meeting sessions are designed to equalize 

participation by reducing social cues and status differences. However, possibly, a few high status 

managers may dominate meeting sessions by limiting the discussion process and forcing other 

lower level members to conform to the managers’ attitudes. Thus, GDSS systems enable 

participants to communicate based on their knowledge, freely conveying and expressing their own 

opinions rather than conforming to the opinions of others (Daniel, 2007). Consequently, task-

conflict is expected to be generated and, therefore, encourage members to dissent and resist 

conformity pressures and engage in deep discussions through processing task relevant information 

which fosters group creativity and effectiveness (De Dreu, 2006). 

Although, remaining anonymous is still an unsolved problem (Serjantov & Danezis, 2003) 

and despite the anonymity which is associated with the Group Decision Supported Systems 

meeting (GDSS) meeting systems there is still a possibility that meeting participants can attribute 

comments to their authors. 

One of the problems associated with the GDSS sessions is the physical proximity of 

participants. Physical proximity could enable participants to determine who is participating by 

observing each other’s movements and activities (Valacich et al., 1992). Meeting participants can 

see and hear each other while typing their comments using the keyboard, especially when there is 

only one person typing alone. 

Eventually participants may be able to attribute comments that have just been displayed on 

the shared screen and on their desktops with the author of these comments. This situation decreases 

the level of anonymity for the session and, consequently, may negatively impact on the level of 

users’ contributions to the discussions (Gavish & Gerdes, 1998). However, enhancing and 

maintaining the level of anonymity within GDSS meetings comes at a cost both financially and 

with regard to system operational efficiency. 

This research aims to investigate the importance of the “Physical Proximity” of GDSS 

meeting participants, and, most importantly, how meeting participants perceive anonymity enabled 

in such meetings. 

Meeting Participants’ Physical Proximity in “iLabs” 
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The objective of enabling decision support systems such as the GDSS is to control meeting 

members’ interactions for the purpose of enhancing group outcomes and achieving the meeting 

objectives. However, the similarity between the decision-making in a conventional business office 

environment and between using distributed support systems is that both are conducted in a non-

controlled environment. These distributed systems, where meeting participants do not need to 

gather in one meeting facility, such as an "iLab", provide a dynamic meeting environment where 

users cannot control its environment and are given more flexibility (Dasgupta, 2003). 

The "iLab" is "Innovation Laboratory"-“an inspirational innovative facility designed to 

transport users from their everyday environment into an extraordinary space encouraging creative 

thinking and problem solving”, including anonymous brainstorming software and the use of a 

variety of facilitation techniques to stimulate and capture this participants' discussion and idea 

generation process (Cocua et al., 2014). The ‘iLab’ is equipped with whiteboard walls and a shared 

large display screen (Korpel et al., 2012) (Figure 1). 

 

FIGURE 1 

A GDSS MEETING ROOM (Korpela et al., 2012) 

The ‘Physical Proximity’ of GDSS meeting participants who are located in one room may 

allow anonymity-enabled GDSS meeting participants to attribute comments to their authors. 

Participants in an ‘iLab’ or an ‘Innovation Centre’ usually sit at tables which are close to each 

other. This situation enables participants to see the screen and read each other’s comments or watch 

the typing movement of other participants. 

One way that might enable participants to know that someone has typed something is when 

only one person is typing at that time and other participants can physically see him typing alone; 

subsequently, the comment appears on the terminal screens and the projector in front of the 

participants. Hence, it will be obvious that the comment that has just appeared on the screen was 

generated by the only one typing on the keyboard. 
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Usually, the GDSS meeting room is organized into clusters of terminals. These terminals 

at most of the ‘Innovation Centers’ are laptops which each user can use to participate once the 

meeting commences. 

Facilitators of a GDSS meeting can overcome the ‘physical proximity’ challenge by 

installing iPads at the facilities for the users to use during their meeting interactions. IPads have 

touch screen enabled keyboards, instead of the normal external keyboards used with PCs, which 

meeting participants can use without producing the sound of keyboard strokes that may attract the 

attention of other meeting participants. 

Installing iPads in the GDSS meeting environment for use during the GDSS meetings was 

an idea generated by the ‘iLab’ facilitators at the “Southend” campus of the University of Essex / 

UK. However, the genuine reason for purchasing and implementing these iPads by the “Southend” 

‘iLab’ administrators was not for anonymity enhancement purposes, but rather to keep the ‘iLab’ 

updated in terms of the technological aspects. 

Generally, enhancing the physical anonymity of a GDSS anonymous environment by 

installing iPads at the GDSS meeting environment may be considered one of the more efficient 

solutions regarding concerns over the participants’ physical proximity. Moreover, installing iPads 

provides meeting participants with more physical space within the facility to move and enables 

them to sit wherever is convenient for them. 

The mobility feature is possible because iPads are ‘Wi-Fi’ linked to the system. In general, 

installing iPads could be useful in increasing the GDSS meeting system’s anonymity and 

consequently its meeting participants’ belief in the GDSS meetings’ ability to maintain anonymity 

by reducing the ability of meeting participants to attribute comments by observing each other’s 

movements. 

One of the features of the GDSS meeting system is the ‘Same Time / Different Places’ 

configuration which enables a meeting among participants to be conducted from different locations 

at the same time; this is known as an asynchronous meeting (Dasgupta, 2003). This feature allows 

participants to meet using the application configuration and the computer network facilities from 

different locations without the need for meeting participants to move physically to one specific 

location or a meeting room. 

This type of meeting saves the organization the cost of moving meeting participants to a 

specific geographic location or a meeting room. Some international businesses may benefit 

considerably from this feature due to the high cost of moving employees across countries. It could 

also provide a solution to some of the concerns about afore mentioned ‘physical proximity’ of 

meeting participants. However, this feature of the GDSS meeting system has not been previously 

used by any of the meeting facilities or users that have been interviewed in this research. 

Utilizing ipads in GDSS Meetings 

Previous literature indicated that, sometimes, users of such systems do not accept the 

constraints of these technologies. Instead, they try to attribute comments to their authors 

(Nunamaker et al., 1997; Hayne et al., 2003), and work around the system (Pollock, 2005), and 

adapt and exploit their hidden identities to achieve personal objectives (McGrath & Hollingshead, 

1994). 
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Because the iPads are connected to the system by Wi-Fi, one of the advantages this new 

emerging technology provides is the ability for meeting participants to move, sit and interact at the 

meeting wherever it is convenient for them within the ‘iLab’ boundaries. This technique is believed 

to provide more physical space for participants to interact freely within the meeting maintaining 

some distance from other participants who may observe their typing activities. 

Moreover, replacing the desktop computers with iPad devices for the purpose of enhancing 

the anonymity of an 'iLab' environment could also represent a significant cost for the 'iLab' service 

providers. The challenge remains in how a balance can be established between preserving 

anonymity within the GDSS meetings on the one side, and the costs associated with implementing 

this anonymity on the other. 

Enhancing the iLab sessions’ anonymity by installing iPad devices to the sessions, to take 

over the laptops place, may be considered one of the effective solutions for the keyboard strokes 

sound problem, because the iPad has enabled touch screen keyboard. 

As mentioned earlier, installing iPads to the iLab environment was an idea generated by 

the iLab facilitator at the South end campus of the University of Essex in UK. However, the reason 

for purchasing and implementing the iPads was not for anonymity enhancement purposes, but, 

rather to keep the iLab updated in terms of the technological devices used within the iLab, and to 

give participants more physical space to move and sit wherever is convenient for them; because 

the iPads are Wi-Fi connected to the system. 

In general, literature pertaining to GDSS supported meetings lack any kind of involvement 

or investigation for the usage of iPads or its impact in such meetings.  The reason for that is that 

iPad usage in GDSS meetings is something rare and, as mentioned earlier, was an innovative idea 

by the “Southend” Campus of the University of Essex, UK, iLab.  Therefore, this method of 

meetings’ delivery has not yet been under scrutiny. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Semi-structured interviews with open questions were designed for this study for many 

reasons; firstly, Semi-structured interview method is the most commonly used kind of interviews 

in small scale social research (Thomas, 2011), and is one of the best data collecting tools used in 

Information Systems (IS) research (Myers & Newman, 2007). 

Secondly, for that it provides freedom of following up points, as necessary, which may 

encourage both the researcher and the interviewee to participate more actively by adding follow 

up questions, comments or gestures, uttering them in their own words (Packer, 2011; Thomas, 

2011). Also, interviewee is allowed a greater deal of latitude in answering interview questions 

(Packer, 2011), and that it provides the interviewee with the opportunity to convey their 

experiences and perceptions (Kerwin et al., 2011) of the issues raised within the interview. 

‘Semi-structured Interview’ method combines the advantages of both structured and 

unstructured interview methods; allowing subjects to freely pass from one subject to another, 

without the interviewer losing control of the guide or the plan for the interview (Elbeltagi, 2002). 

Twenty-two people were interviewed using an in-depth semi-structured interview method. 

Each interview included approximately thirty open-ended questions occupying approximately one 

hour. Interview questions were mainly relevant to “How the users of the GDSS meeting application 
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perceive the anonymity feature provided by the system? And “How can enhancing the anonymous 

environment in the GDSS meeting sessions impact interactions among group members”. 

This study utilized four categories of interviewees from four different countries: U.K, 

Netherlands, Romania and Turkey: The first category was users of the GDSS application, either 

the "MeetingSphere" or the "FacilitatePro" software. These users were from different business and 

government sectors that had used these applications more than once in their departmental 

meetings. The second category was experienced facilitators in maintaining and facilitating GDSS 

sessions and who had managed GDSS sessions for at least two years in different departments from 

both business and government sectors. The third category was the GDSS system technical support 

experts who maintained technical support for these applications. The fourth and final category was 

managers of GDSS application retailers. All interviewees were from real GDSS meeting settings 

who had interacted with the system in a non-simulated and real organizational environment. 

The following is a Table 1 illustrating the “Conducted Interviews”: 

TABLE 1 

CONDUCTED INTERVIEWS 

Interviewed Groups Number of Interviews 

Users of the GDSS meeting application 9 

Experienced facilitators 7 

Technical support experts 3 

Managers and administrators of the GDSS facility 3 

Total no. of interviews 22 

Interview questions were formed and adapted to discuss issues relevant to the specific 

position or role of the interviewee. Users‟ questions investigated issues relating to the usage of the 

software and participants‟ interactions among themselves in an anonymous GDSS environment, 

and their interactions and perception of the anonymity feature itself. 

The facilitators' questions investigated issues relevant to their behavior and experience in 

facilitating GDSS sessions and observing participants' behavior during these sessions. The 

technical support experts' questions were more related to the technical issues of the software itself, 

such as the data encryption and data transfer protocols, and also their experience in managing these 

GDSS sessions. Finally, the managers' questions were more related to their general experience 

retailing GDSS systems. A comprehensive image encompassing the most important three 

components of a GDSS meeting, the users, the facilitators and the technical support individuals, 

was constructed from interviewing those four categories. 

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION 

Anonymity has been conceptualized by many scholars as a component of a broader related 

concept of privacy that shares some characteristics such as shielding identities (Klein et al., 2007). 
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Enhancing the physical anonymity of a GDSS meeting environment by installing iPads instead of 

laptops or PCs may be one of the solutions for the concern of the physical proximity of users. 

The physical proximity concern arises when meeting participants are able to identify the 

person who is contributing a comment by observing and hearing the keyboard strokes especially 

when there is only one person typing. Installing iPads in the GDSS meeting facility provides 

meeting participants with more physical space to move or sit wherever is convenient for them as 

the mobility feature enabled as iPads are Wi-Fi linked to the system. Moreover, the iPad has an 

enabled touch screen keyboard which does not generate keystroke sounds. 

Enhancing the ‘iLab’ sessions’ anonymity by installing iPad devices in the sessions to 

replace the laptops may be considered one of the more effective solutions for the keyboard strokes 

sound problem because the iPad has a touch-screen keyboard. Moreover, installing iPad devices 

may enhance the physical anonymity in the ‘iLab’ environment and could be useful in overcoming 

the question of some participants being able to attribute comments caused by physical proximity 

in the GDSS meetings. 

However, the findings of this research indicates that, generally, the issue of increasing the 

physical anonymity is not of major concern as anonymity is not of much concern for the 

participants at GDSS meetings. Therefore, iPads will not help in increasing participants’ 

willingness to contribute in the anonymous GDSS sessions, because participants are not that keen 

to attribute comments or discover other participants’ contributions. Participants, usually, were 

found to be task-focused and not particularly keen to attribute comments. The issue of attributing 

comments was not of major concern either for the users or for the facilitators. In addition to that, 

the anonymity in GDSS meetings is not always required and adds no value to the meeting’s 

outcomes. 

On the other hand, the behavior of a facilitator in a GDSS meeting in implementing certain 

tactics could also contribute to enhancing anonymity in these meetings. Some of these tactics 

include confirming the GDSS system’s anonymity. This procedure or behavior is sometimes 

important because the findings of this study indicate that in some of the meetings participants are 

suspicious of the GDSS system’s anonymity and privacy levels that this system maintains. 

Therefore, in some cases the issue of meeting participants feeling insecure about their 

anonymously generated contributions and remaining anonymous may impact on their willingness 

to reveal all their brainstorming or disagree with others. Therefore, the facilitator’s role is to ensure 

the GDSS system’s anonymity and confidentiality. 

Depending on this research’s conclusion, it is suggested that future research needs to 

investigate the ‘Same Time / Different Places’ meeting configuration, which could provide broader 

understanding for the GDSS meeting environment and maybe a solution to some participants’ 

‘physical proximity’ concern. Moreover, this may yield new findings for this type of GDSS 

supported meetings. 
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