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Abstract

The importance of face-to-face communication in collaborative projects is well understood in the
literature. However, many organisations, and even governments are increasingly pushing for greater
use of synchronous media such as video-conferencing to replace face-to-face meetings to drive costs
down, reduce carbon footprint and improve efficiency. This calls for a review of existing theories that
explain the way in which employees choose media to communicate and collaborate. Our study firstly
reviews existing theories and identifies how individuals respond to new demands for greater use of
synchronous media in organisations. We then present the findings from a qualitative case study in a
global IT company, where we analysed the drivers and use of synchronous technology across various
areas of the business. We conclude that existing theories only partially explain the way in which
employees choose media in modern organisations and propose a new set of factors to encourage and
support further research in this area.

Key words: media choice, synchronous communication technologies, information richness, globally
distributed and virtual teams



1. Introduction

In the past decade, the literature on organisational communication has predominantly focused on face-
to-face interactions (Baltes, 2002; Bordia, 1997; Powell, 2004), often with emphasis placed on group
work as a way to “convey complex information, build consensus, and create shared context”
(Sakthival and Chang, 2010, p.14). However, in recent years there has been a significant push by
organisations and governments for greater use of digital media to support communication and
collaboration as a driver to reduce travel costs, improve carbon footprint and drive efficiencies
(Erickson, 2010). Additionally, many organisations have been using these technologies to work more
flexibly across time and space (Powell, 2004). One of the consequences of this move is the potential
decline of face-to-face communication in organisations, and the real possibility of a complete move
towards digital working environments (Kleij et al. 2009).

However, the new communication media has limited coverage in existing research (Wilson, 2011).
We argue that, although the basic principles of communication have not changed, such as the need for
“clear and concise” information exchanges between individuals (Kleij et al. 2009), there is a need to
review whether communication tools reflect and explain the new reality of greater reliance on digital
media, to support collaborative work between individuals in modern organisations. This study
addresses this gap in the literature by studying the underlying concepts of media selection in globally
distributed and virtual organisations. In other words, the aim of this research is to understand the
factors influencing individuals’ choice of media in such organisations.

2. Theoretical foundation

This study draws on the information system literature and applies concepts from the organisational
literature to study behaviours and attitudes of individuals towards media selection. The research is
focused on modern organisations, with flexible organisational structures where geographical
distributed work is common and individuals are reliant on new communication tools. These
technologies are aimed at reducing the distances between individuals and enable effective
collaborative working (Wilson, 2011). However, the problem with a growing number and variety of
communication media available for employees in increasingly globalised and dispersed contexts often
means that individuals feel dubious about the appropriateness of tools for a given task (Robert and
Dennis, 2005). This is a key issue as the choice of media influences the efficiency and effectiveness of
communication practices (Pendharkar and Young, 2004). In this context, a variety of theories have
been developed in the past literature to explain media choice as briefly reviewed below.

2.1 Rational context of media choice

One of the most seminal theories related to media choice is Media Richness Theory (MRT, also
referred to as Information Richness Theory (Lee, 2003)). This theory considers perceived richness of
electronic media as an inherent property of media (Daft and Lengel, 1986). It emerged in the early
1980s following the tradition of the contingency and information processing theory (Daft and Lengel,
1986; Daft et al. 1987). Its central claim is that communication media differ in their capacity to
process rich information (Daft and Lengel, 1986). Richness of media depends on its capacity to
provide immediate feedback, the number of cues and channels used, personalisation, as well as
language variety (Daft and Lengel, 1986, p.560). The richest medium is face-to-face, which provides
immediate feedback, multiple cues, and the opportunity to use natural language. In addition, shifting
to (electronic) media reduces richness as people experience different levels of cue transmission and
interactivity. This theory considers different degrees of traits” in other words “richness” as a property
of electronic media that influences the effectiveness of information dissemination (Daft and Lewin
1993; Rice 1992), and proposes a continuum that ranges from rich media (telephone, personal
documents for communications) to lean ones (impersonal documentation, forms). According to MRT,
people select media by matching the objective properties of various media with their information
processing needs and relating to characteristics of the tasks that individuals attempt to accomplish via
(electronic) media. For example, Dennis (2001) proposed that the effectiveness of communication is



dependent on the match between the requirements of individuals for a given task, and the capacity of
the specific medium used. Therefore, the choice of media, according to MRT, is based on rational
decision-making at the individual level (Markus, 1994), a process known as Experience Account
(King and Xia, 1997).

However, researchers challenging the MRT have shown that perceived richness depends on the social
context in which the media are used (Carlson and Zmud, 1999, Fulk et al, 1992; Lee, 1994; Markus,
1994; Ngwenyama et al. 1997). They criticised MRT for theorising at the individual level, while
communications media are used to connect people, i.e., requiring theories that incorporate the social
context. For instance, Marcus (1994) argues that media use is gradually institutionalised in an
organisation, and reinforced through collective norms and social control (Markus, 1994), rather than
being an individual choice. Furthermore, King and Xia (1997) highlighted that prior understanding of
tasks (i.e., if individuals used media in the past to complete a similar task) provide individuals with a
better understanding of the project and help them to evaluate how well the technology fitted (or not)
the task (King and Xia, 1997). This then influences their perception of fit for recurring situations
based on same task, which overtime contribute to the development of norms and institutionalised
behaviours. Ultimately the technology becomes embedded in working practices through the ongoing
interplay with its organisational context of use (Baptista, 2009).

Based on this more contextualised view of media choice, Channel Expansion Theory developed by
Carlson and Zmud (1999), provides an alternative explanatory model that relates perception of media
richness to four categories of experiences: a) experience with the channel, b) experience with the
messaging topic, c) experience with the organisational context, and d) experience with
communication participants (Carlson and Zmud 1999, p.155). More experience in these categories
equips people with “(...) knowledge bases that may be used to more effectively encode and decode
rich messages on a channel” (Carlson and Zmud 1999, p. 155). Additionally, greater knowledge of the
medium makes people perceive channels as richer, since they feel able to exploit minimal cues.

2.2 Social context of media choice

Aiming to address the limitations of the rational approach to media selection for ignoring the social
context, recent research has highlighted the importance of social presence in technology-mediated
communications. Further, social presence plays a pivotal role, especially when collaborators feel a
“personal connection” (Jung, 2011) with each other through acoustic, visual or physical contact
(Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Jung, 2011). Social presence refers to the “degree to which a medium is
perceived as conveying the actual physical presence of the communication participants” (Rice, 1992,
p-476). This focus on social context has inspired the development of other media choice theories that
incorporate social context as variables used to decide the choice of media in organisational settings. In
particular, Trevino et al. highlight (1987, 2000) that the media choice is strongly influenced by the
organisational context in which the medium selection is made. Additionally, Lee and Lee (2009) view
organisations as social systems where interactions among individuals create norms, shared meanings
and understandings. This highlights the importance of considering factors such as behaviours of
people as the perceptions of media vary across the individuals (Webster, 2007). The media choice is
also influenced by the social stimuli from colleagues, objectives of decision-makers or by routines
that are embedded in a particular social setting (Trevino, 2000).

In this context, Social Influence Theory (SIT), presented by Fulk et al. (1990), is another explanation
for media selection. SIT argues that the social systems underpinning the functioning of an
organisation determine how people choose media to communicate, based on “behaviour, norms, rules,
and values” (Lee and Lee, 2009; Fulk, 1990). As a result, the understanding and use of media is
determined by organisational values and attitudes, as part of the individual’s process of the social
construction of reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). In contrast to MRT, and following SIT, media
choice is neither purely rational nor motivated by efficiency; instead it is subject to social factors,
where the aim is not just narrowed down to the achievement of strategic goals of the company
(Schmitz and Fulk, 1991). This focus on social context improves the ability for media choice theory



to capture contextual factors shaping the adoption and use of different media, but offers limited ability
to explain how specific business factors might influence its adoption.

Social Information Processing Theory (SIPT) developed by Walther (1992) offers an alternative
perspective that moves the debate beyond social context of media choice. Although this theory
apparently supports both the rational view and the social presence view of social media choice, it
mainly emphasises organisational culture as a driver for individuals’ behaviours towards media
choice. However, through the analysis of existing theories, we can see there are limited studies
focusing on how managerial attitudes change and influence the choice of media (Sturdy, 2004;
Trevino, 2000; Webster, 2007); for example, studying how the managers’ approach may positively or
negatively influence their employees’ willingness to use different communication tools (Hart et al.
1995).

2.3 Further factors for new media choice

This rich and varied discourse around media selection shows the importance of this issue, but at the
same time reveals the lack of agreement about the factors underpinning media choice in organisations.
Also, recent penetration of advanced communication media has added more channels and options to
communicate horizontally and vertically inside organisations. In this wake, we argue that it is
necessary to reflect on existing theories explaining media choice as the majority of work in this field
was developed two to three decades ago and it needs to reflect the reality of modern organisations.

Nowadays, firms operate in a more globally distributed environment, using virtual technologies to
support remote working practices, and individuals who are reliant to a great extent on information
technologies need to develop interpersonal relationships (Nowak, 2003), group cohesion (Salas et al.
2008) and trust (Jarvenpaa and Leidner, 1998). The quality and availability of communication tools
and technologies is enhanced, especially concerning synchronous media such as web video-
conferencing or immersive video telepresence. Our study focuses on the role that these synchronous
technologies play in facilitating communication between individuals, and analyse factors that play a
role in media choice (Jung, 2011). In the organisational context, it is expected that the use of
synchronous communication technologies will increase due to substantial economic and
environmental benefits. However, academic literature on this topic is very limited and calls for future
research. To address this gap we formulated the following research question: “How do individuals
choose synchronous communication media to communicate effectively with their colleagues in
modern organisational settings?”

3. Research methodology

3.1 Data collection

This study explores the adoption of different communication media and real-time uses in the context
of work in a large IT organisation. We adopt a case study qualitative interpretive research approach to
conduct data collection and analysis. A case study approach using qualitative methods is suitable for
studying “how” and “why” questions in the real-life context as they help to obtain an in-depth view of
the phenomenon under study (Kaplan and Duchon, 1988).

The main driver for data collection was to understand the use of communication media as well as
obtaining a rich description of users’ experiences with technology. The procedure for data collection
was divided into two main stages. Firstly, a qualitative questionnaire was distributed via email to
employees, who were later interviewed, clarifying issues of media selection and to understand
individuals’ decisions. It is highlighted by Orlikowski (1990) that the structure of a questionnaire
plays an integral role as the data needs to be visualised and categorised in a different way to enable
the flow and hierarchical order of events. Also, it is important for questions to be explained precisely
to prevent any misunderstandings, as explained by Stone (1993, p.1264), who states: “An appropriate
questionnaire is one which is capable of providing answers to the questions being asked.” This



allowed us to understand the organisational and social context before the series of semi-structured
interviews occurred.

In the second stage of data collection, we conducted series of semi-structured interviews to gain a
deeper understanding of key issues with regards to the use of different media. The collection of the
data took place over a period of three months. We collected documentation explaining the procedures
for using different media in the organisation and observed the use of these channels in practice. We
then focused on nine individuals, whom we interviewed for approximately an hour each. All
interviews were recorded and transcribed. Some interviews were conducted face-to-face, while others
took place via web conference, which allowed the researcher to directly explore the views of
participants regarding the use of this synchronous media. Although an interview guide was prepared,
as the interviews progressed, the topic of conversation would often deviate from the standard
protocol. This allowed interviewees to express their feelings and personal views about the wider
context of use of these technologies. Table 1 provides information about the interviewees.

User Category Job Title/Description | Number of Length of Selected
Interviewees Interviews Geographies
Management Director, Advance 1 1.5 hour United
Services Kingdom
Business Video 1 1 hour United
Practice Manager Kingdom
Manager, Strategy 1 1.5 hour United
and Planning Kingdom
Individual Contributor | Business Operations 1 1 hour United Arab
Manager Emirates
Operations Team 2 Each 1 hour Spain
Member
Strategy and 1 1 hour Norway
Operations Manager
Network Consulting 1 1 hour Sweden
Engineer
IT IT Manager 1 1 hour Holland

Table 1 Participant category and role
3.2 Data analysis

For data analysis we followed grounded theory principles (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). This approach
enables a researcher to explore the applicability of existing theories and develop new concepts to
explain, in this case, the use and adoption of communication media in organisations. Further, this
approach does not solely focus on describing the issues, but it aims to expand further theoretical
development in order to understand the social world more precisely. The analysis of grounded theory
is the “process of comparison” until “the theoretical saturation” is reached or in other words no other
concepts exist (Lacey and Luff, 2003).

The first stage of the data analysis involved the investigation of the results associated with the
questionnaires. The next stage then focused on the transcription of the interviews and the use of Nvivo
to code all the data collected. At this stage codes (labels) were assigned to each paragraph or sentence
to reflect issues emerging from the data. Some of the codes that were generated during the coding
process reflected themes in the existing research question and theory, while others emerged purely
from the empirical data. These codes were then analysed looking for similarities or differences and
were grouped into categories to see better the interrelations among them. This then aided the
researchers to examine the data from diverse viewpoints, and to uncover relationships between
various themes that emerged from the data.



4. Case background

Netco is a large multinational IT organisation specialising in the design and manufacture of Internet
Protocol (IP) based technology, primarily networking and similar products for the ICT industry. Since
its inception, Netco has been the premier technology leader in the Internet infrastructure market.
Although Netco offers a wide-ranging product and services portfolio, the areas can be broadly
segmented as follows: networking systems and network management services; collaboration, voice
and video; and data centre/data centre services. However, in the face of ever increasing competition
and dynamic operating environments, Netco was undergoing a transitional change during the period
of data collection. The change focused on streamlining its processes and reorganising its activities.
Netco stated that the company aims to drive value for its shareholders and deliver cutting-edge
innovations for its customers.

The research for this project focused on gathering information from one of the teams in the company,
the Advanced Services team. Advanced Services Enterprise Europe is a dedicated team of about 500
personnel, providing planning, design and implementation services, in addition to operation and
optimisation for an array of major clients. Encompassing a variety of disciplines and geographical
regions, the capabilities of the team include industry-leading consulting, project management and
technical skills.

For several years, Netco Services Europe has identified major business challenges that it has sought
to overcome. Some of these business challenges include: controlling the escalating travel costs caused
by a meeting-focused culture; reducing departmental carbon footprints associated with travel;
increasing productivity by reducing the hours of travel; and finally the promotion of a healthy
work/life balance. A Netco white paper (2008) described the solution to these business challenges and
also shed some light onto the expected business results. The solution was to achieve a needed
behaviour change by, for example, reducing face-to-face meetings to only when necessary. Face-to-
face became the exception and not the rule, as expressed by one of the managers interviewed: “The
business process change was unbelievably difficult and required us to make a decision which, at first,
people couldn’t believe — that the conventional face-to-face meeting was largely dead. Implementing
technology on its own does nothing; however, technology coupled with business change delivers
significant value.” (VP Services, Netco Europe)

Central to the anticipated transformation change was the technological affordance that would be
received from Netco Unified Communications. It was envisioned that a wealth of rich media would
enable people to change their traditional work practices, and help Netco to overcome this business
challenge. In addition to technology, senior managers would be tasked to lead a cultural change
programme, and travel avoidance was to be incentivised through a system of carbon scorecards and
targets. Netco Services Europe was on target to achieve a twenty per cent reduction in travel costs and
a decrease in carbon footprint.

However, the management recognised the need to move people along this journey but saw technology
playing a major role in this significant process of organisational change. One of the managers
reflected on this issue saying: “The real significance of what we are doing is the extent to which it
changes people’s behaviour, over and above any cost reduction...We are beginning to understand
what it really means to collaborate, to make use of the options technology gives us, and to
benefit from what each option gives us in a particular situation. I'm convinced we’re not just saving
money and are more environmentally friendly, but we are also more productive as a team.”

One of the twists in Netco’s strategy to move towards digital communication and reduce face-to-face
meetings is the acquisition of a teleconference software company. In 2010, Netco completed its offer
to acquire Betha. Betha is a market leader in visual communication products and services, which
complements Netco’s existing communications and network-orientated technology products.
Subsequently, Netco began the integration of Betha technology into its technological infrastructure,
underlining its commitment to video-enabled technology for diverse communication media and
correspondence across boundaries. The acquisition of this company is an example of Netco’s strategy
for growth and R&D, which had largely been based on a planned process of mergers and acquisitions.



As part of its strategy for driving innovation, Netco has a history of acquiring smaller companies to
incorporate new and innovative developments in the industry. Initially, this approach helped to
differentiate the company from its rivals. Netco aimed to fulfil its ambition of growth by “favouring
reasons for external growth”, whereas its rivals would pride themselves on their cutting-edge internal
R&D functions.

Our data shows that, from 2007 to 2010, over 1100 telepresence units were deployed globally in the
organisation, in 250 major cities and sixty countries. Our data also shows that almost 1 million
telepresence meetings have been scheduled to date, translating to 1.3 million internal business hours
in meetings. Perhaps most importantly, data shows a sixty-three per cent overall rooms utilisation
based on an average of eight hour days. Of this utilisation, there has also been a steady increase in ad
hoc usage of telepresence endpoints, which suggests a behavioural shift towards a preference of
telepresence communication for meetings within Netco.

5. Summary of findings and discussion

Our empirical findings suggest that existing media choice theories only partially explain employees’
approach to choosing media in modern organisations where synchronous media has been adopted as a
standard communication channel for group work. The tools used for synchronous communications in
Netco included web-conferencing tools, desktop video-conferencing tools and immersive video
telepresence. Table 2 below summarises key features and highlights differences and similarities in the
functionality of these tools.

Feature Web-conference Tools Desktop Video- Immersive
conference Telepresence

Sense of co-presence No No Yes

Visual quality Good quality, colour Good quality, colour High definition, life
image image size

Number of images per 1+ 1+ 1+

monitor screen

Camera angle Head and shoulders only | Head and shoulders only Head and upper body

See own image Yes No No

Selective gaze supported No Yes Yes

Audio quality Full duplex, no lag Full duplex, no lag Full duplex, no lag

Table 2 Synchronous communication media used at Netco (Adapted from Guo et al. 2009)

Table 3 illustrates the average media usage (in hours) per day. Almost all participants reported
spending approximately three to five hours in a meeting via any medium (including face-to-face),
with the exception of managers. Also, it can be concluded that most meetings occurred in a virtual
environment as individuals spent around three to five hours collaborating via web-conference.
Interestingly, all individuals spent less than one hour participating in immersive video telepresence,
which is explained further through interviews. Almost all individuals reported not using desktop
video-conferencing, which is a surprising fact given the nature of their business.

Representative Any Medium Web-conference Desktop Video Immersive Video
Conference Telepresence
Individual 3-5 3-5 0 Less than 1
Contributor
Individual 3-5 Less than 1 0 Less than 1
Contributor
Individual 3-5 3-5 0 Less than 1
Contributor
Individual 3-5 1-3 0 Less than 1
Contributor
Individual 1-3 1 Less than 1 Less than 1
Contributor




Manager More than 5 3-5 1-3 Less than 1
Manager More than 5 More than 5 Less than 1 Less than 1
Manager 3-5 3-5 0 Less than 1
IT Representative 3-5 3-5 0 Less than 1

Table 3 Average media usage per day (in hours)

Table 4 categorises two different types of media in the vertical axis: a) video-enabled web-conference
and b) immersive video telepresence. In the horizontal axis, there are lists of the factors which
managers, individual contributors and IT representatives found to be powerful determinants for
media selection. Moreover, factors, such as a) location of collaborator, b) choice of media by
manager, c) availability of the medium, d) job characteristics, e) possibility of deeper interaction, and
f) ability of medium to convey cues, were given a great importance by respondents. The table is meant
to summarise our findings from all the interviews regarding the key factors underpinning media
choice.

Medium Location Default Availability Job Interaction Cues
choice characteristic

M (T |IT|M |IT |IT/M |T (IT |M |I |IT |M |1 |IT |M |I |IT
Web- X X | x X X X X X X X
conference
Video
Immersive X X | x X X | x X X | x X X | x
Video
Telepresence

Table 4 Decision matrix (manager/individuals contributor/IT representative)

Deeper analysis of the interviews further suggests that the media choice and behaviours are associated
with several issues from across the various theories reviewed earlier. One of the major findings is that
the user-centric nature of previous theories underplayed the importance of the organisation and
management in influencing media choice (Webster, 2007). Even though human factors are an
important determinant of media choice, there are other elements impacting on the behaviour of
employees. We find that individuals’ choice for using synchronous media to communicate is
influenced by factors at social, environmental, organisational and individual level as well as elements
of the specific situation involved.

One of the factors which influences synchronous media selection, and was the most agreed by
interviewees, is the location of individuals. Further, the main reason for this was primarily to do with
the telecoms and network infrastructure of the place the individual is located. As an interviewee said
“...depending on where I am, it defines the mix of media to use...” and continued, “for example,
Pakistan quality is not good, infrastructure is somewhat behind. That can be a hindrance to the
conversation. That is when I say, forget it and pick up the phone, or just use email.” This shows that
the primary factor determining choice was perception that the technology will work as expected,
depending on the support at each location.

While task-fit frameworks ignore the contextual aspects, focusing too much on the idea that high
equivocal tasks require rich media and vice versa, this case reported different results.. In the case of
managers, they declare that, even when the equivocality is low, they tend to use the web-conferencing
medium, which is evaluated as a rich medium. For example, this tool was utilised for regular status
updates and team meetings, where the equivocality is low, but also for brainstorming or relationship
building, where the equivocality is high. Rather than focusing on equivocality, the users have made
their tool selection based on convenience, because it is easy to access from workstations, as noted by
respondents: “It’s the easiest one we can set up, everyone has it, there’s no limitations on access,
availability, it’s everywhere”, “It’s available when you need it as you need it”. Often the fast and easy
access led to too many meetings and a culture of ‘“meeting syndrome”, which can be
counterproductive if people within an organisation meet for the sake of meeting (Khawand, 2010);



this is especially the case with high equivocal job characteristics when managers are likely to call for
more meetings (Trevino, 2000).

Another key factor that emerged from the interviews is the effect of the organisation’s vision that is
leading to the “practice what we preach” approach. The choice of media was clearly influenced by
managers and organisational rhetoric. Some leaders in the organisation were clearly keen to push
through the use of video-conferencing and insisted in the use of video to help people to focus: “I use
the video much more to have a conversation to see how people are [because] you can see facial
expressions.”

All these diverse attitudes towards media choice affected the pace of adoption in different areas of the
organisation, creating at times sub-cultures depending on where a part of the organisation was along
the adoption curve. These sub-cultures have been identified especially as being in the I'T and business
sectors’. For instance, the IT department reported that business users choose web-conference media
without enabling video. By contrast, almost all IT interactions were video enabled.

Interviewees used video-enabled web conference and immersive video telepresence because they
expected these media to be more effective at conveying verbal as well as non-verbal cues in
communication and teamwork. Teams that enable video during their web conference expected to
increase ease of understanding, develop shared language (Salas et al, 2008; Gressgard, 2011) and
facilitate relationship-building (Fulk et al. 1990; Carlson and Zmud, 1999), which corresponds with
the literature as well as our findings. Although many respondents stated that these synchronous tools
are sufficient for collaboration, face-to-face interaction would be preferred in those circumstances
where media could not replace the social elements of meeting a colleague, as stated by an interviewee:
“You can’t go for a drink, you can’t go for lunch, you can’t have those side conversations that you
would normally have with people in the same office.”

Individuals also agreed that immersive telepresence enables eye gaze and the perception of body
language: “You can tell a lot by the way people are sitting... it helps around the intimacy of
communication.” In general, the use of immersive telepresence was seen by all as a way to increase
levels of interaction, as well as to improve relationships and perhaps increase levels of trust, as noted
by an interviewee: “If you’re ramping up a level of trust required, then you need to get people
together in a room, and have an open discussion.” This seems to correspond with the rational social
presence theorists (Lee and Lee, 2009) where, by having a sense of co-presence, social presence can
be created, which in turn improves relationships between individuals (Kappas and Kramer, 2011).
While immersive telepresence is considered to be the best substitute for face-to-face interaction, in
Netco the use was highly restricted due to the limited availability and subsequent scheduling conflicts.
A priority system meant that internal teams were of tertiary importance, after customer meetings and
senior management meetings. As a result, even if there was a need to use immersive telepresence, the
medium would often not be available. One of the interviewees said: “We don’t have that many rooms
set up. We have one major room with a semi-circle set up. It’s always occupied by senior people.
There is a priority system in place. We’re fighting to get into the rooms at times. If they were open for
us to use, that would be great, but that is not the case.” This shows how contextual practical factors
affected adoption and use in the minds of the employees.

6. Conclusions and future research

This paper discussed the factors influencing synchronous media choices in a global IT company.
Although there are several studies concerning the use and choice of media adopting a variety of
theoretical perspectives such as Media Richness Theory (Daft and Lengel, 1984), social influence
models (Fulk et al. 1990), technology acceptance models (Davis, 1989), our study is unique because it
captures the adoption of new technologies in modern organisations and offers specific insights on the
use of synchronous media as a medium for communication.

Previous studies see media choice as a rational process depending on the “richness” of the medium or
the suitability to the task (Daft and Lengel, 1984); however, our empirical findings suggest other



factors at play than those proposed by existing theories such as MRT. Although rational decision-
making influences media selection to a certain extent, our findings suggest that social and
organisational factors represent more important roles as proposed in the Social Influence Theory (Fulk
et al. 1990). We agree with O’Learry and Cummings (2007, p.17) who state that “given that virtual
teams are not a uniform category, we expect that their technology needs and use will not be uniform
either”. This explains existing literature showing that globally distributed and virtual teams often
implement different mechanisms to facilitate the building of social ties and inter-personal
relationships to compensate for the lack of face-to-face interactions in such teams (Kotlarsky and
Oshri, 2005). The degree of familiarity with the counterpart’s context and the strength of social ties
between specific individuals (Oshri et al. 2007) would therefore play a role in deciding the suitability
of communication media for a specific situation as well as task (Kotlarsky et al. 2008).

Although individuals recognise the different characteristics of the various media available, in practice
their selection is often influenced by elements associated with organisational norms such as
managerial influence, availability of media, as well as communication infrastructure. For instance,
while synchronous media such as immersive telepresence was recognised as a rich medium enabling
the development of trust and shared understanding and perceived to be a viable replacement for face-
to-face interactions (Oshri et al. 2007), business users persisted with the use of web-conferencing
without enabling video.

Our study aims to make three contributions: 1) reflect the value and applicability of existing theories
explaining media choice in communication in organisations, 2) propose new factors explaining media
choice in this new organisational context, 3) suggest specific factors affecting adoption of
synchronous media as a communication tool. Overall, our intention is to reinforce existing literature
that has emphasised the role of organisational and social context in media choice theory. This study
also shows that synchronous media can play an important role in the functioning of organisations with
the potential to replace face-to-face interactions in many situations where other media do not have the
required properties. The study has made several theoretical contributions but also aims to raise
awareness of practitioners about the importance of organisational context in determining the adoption
of virtual channels of communication in organisations.
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