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Introduction
Debates on the effects of online communication on distance within organizational
networks have persisted within extant literature. Early contributions, which focus
primarily on geographical distance, have highlighted the negative impact of distance on
network evolution and sustenance, alluding to the importance of online communication as
a means of nullifying these effects (Caimcross, 2001; Wellman, 2001). These studies
have led to optimistic, but also premature, declarations of the ‘death of distance’
(Caimcross, 2001).
More recent works however, have demonstrated that online networks are “to a
significant part, digital reflections of pre-existing offline, local networks” (Hage &
Noseleit, 2015, p. 4), emphasizing the relevance of distance to network formation. Not
only do informal friendship networks have digital counterparts (Hage & Noseleit, 2015),
the same can be said for other networks (Takhteyev, Gruzd & Wellman, 2012; Tranos &
Nijkamp, 2013), especially that of organizational networks (Recker & Lekse, 2016).
Building on propinquity theory, we contend that distance still permeates
organizations because distance among network actors is inevitable. We further argue that
distance may prove to be beneficial to organizing at the individual, organizational and
societal level. Consequently, rather than aiming to eliminate distance through online
communication, collaborators should strive to position themselves at an optimal distance.
We conducted a systematic literature review of published articles from multiple
disciplines that investigate the role of online communication in shaping the effects of
distance on the evolution and sustenance of formal and/or informal organizational
networks. The organizational context was chosen as online communication has an
enormous impact on work arrangements and the nature of work in general (e.g., Gibbs,
Rozaidi & Eisenberg, 2013; O’Leary, Wilson & Metiu, 2014). In addition, formal and
informal networks naturally occur within organizations.
From our synthesis of extant literature, we advanced a contextualized model of how,
why and when online communication shapes the effects of distance. We illustrate that, todate, the negative impact of online communication has received very little scholarly
attention and that this finding points to significant knowledge gaps at the individual,
organizational, as well as the societal level. We suggest that rather than minimize,
organizations should aim to optimize distance among network actors.
Formal and Informal Organizational Networks
Over the past decades, organizational networks have become a well-established
topic in multiple fields of research (Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve & Tsai, 2004; Borgatti &
Foster, 2003; Borgatti & Halgin, 2011; Kilduff & Brass, 2010; Tasselli, Kilduff &
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Menges, 2015). Networks comprise actors, or nodes, and the relationships among these
actors (i.e., ties). The nature (e.g., strong or weak ties, Granovetter, 1973) and number of
connecting ties culminates in a network structure in which actors occupy a specific
position relative to others (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011). Organizational networks can be
further categorized as being either formal or informal (Chandler, 1962). Formal networks
refer to networks that are prescribed and imposed by management (Allen, James &
Gamlen, 2007; Chandler, 1962). Informal networks, on the other hand, are organic
structures (Mintzberg, 1973; Tichy, 1981) that may extend across organizational
boundaries (Allen et al., 2007). Such networks take shape through personal initiatives and
are not reflected in organizational charts (Cross & Parker, 2004).
Prior research has shown that organizational networks, whether formal or informal,
are important because they enable organizational members to gain access to novel or
additional resources through network ties (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). For this reason,
scholars have begun to explore antecedents of organizational networks in order to better
understand how network formation could be shaped and strengthened.
Propinquity and Network Formation
One well established research stream is rooted in classical social psychology (e.g.,
Allen, 1977; Festinger, Schachter & Back, 1950; Newcomb, 1961). It argues that
propinquity (derived from the Latin ‘propinquitas,’ meaning nearness, see Wikipedia,
2015) is one of the key determinants of social interaction and thereby, network formation.
Early contributions in this field reason that the likelihood of establishing a friendship
between two actors depends on both physical and functional distance (Festinger et al.,
1950). Whereas physical distance refers to the geographical space between actors,
functional distance relates to the design features of buildings and the wider environment.
Online Communication and Effect of Distance on Organizational Networks
Despite the introduction of online communication in multiple organizational
contexts, we argue that distance is still pertinent to organizational network formation.
First, distance is bound to exist among network actors. To take an extreme example, two
actors cannot occupy the exact same space, in the same way that two individuals are
unlikely to have the same perception of identity or institutions, friendship and so on.
Second, recent studies have identified additional dimensions of distance.
Particularly, Knoben and Oerlemans (2005) distinguished among three dimensions of
distance, namely geographical, organizational and technological. Online communication
may affect each of these dimensions differently. Moreover, it has been argued that the
multiple dimensions of distance are dynamic and likely to interact (Balland, Boschma &
Frenken, 2015; Boschma, 2005), thereby compounding unto the ambiguous role played
by online communication in this process.
Finally, what all dimensions of distance have in common is that they reduce
uncertainty and allows for coordination between actors (Boschma, 2005). This may,
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however, also increase the risk of a lock-in and/or allow for opportunism (Boschma,
2005). A certain degree of distance among actors may therefore be desired by
organizations. As such, we conclude that distance is still very much alive and influences
organizational network formation despite the introduction of online communication.
Methodology
For our systematic literature review, we searched top journals from four scientific
disciplines: namely Information Systems, Organizational Studies, Communication and
Geography. Next, we defined two sets of key words, each consisting of a network, online
communication, and distance word-category. We then searched for abstracts that included
at least one word from each category of either set of key words. We formulated seven
inclusion criteria related to the: research context; nature and role of online
communication; distance, and; study type to select papers to be included in the review.
Results
71 paper were included in the review, 18 of which were retrieved from IS journals.
Research on online communication and formal and informal organizational networks is
an emerging field within the IS discipline (12 papers published in or after 2013).
We discovered that the effects of online communication effects on informal
networks have been examined more extensively than their effects on formal networks
(only 9 of the 76 included papers discusses formal networks). This is surprising as the
limited research available suggests that online communication can (but does not always)
alter formal relationships, through self-control (Leclercq-Vandelannoitte, Isaac & kalika,
2014), trust (Persson, Mathiassen & Aaen, 2012), or manipulating awareness (QuanHaase, Cothrel & Wellman, 2005). Findings also suggest that the impact of online
communication on formal network depends on informal network characteristics, and vice
versa. For example, trust (informal network characteristic) between collaborating partners
may diminish the importance of formal hierarchies in online communication.
Next, organizational distance is the most studied dimension of distance (36 studies),
especially in combination with geographical distance (an additional 34 studies) and, to a
lesser extent, technological distance (5 additional studies). We did not find any study that
included all three dimensions of distance. Failure to include all three or even two
dimensions of distance might be problematic because findings also suggest that proximity
on one dimension may compensate for distance on another dimension. For example,
O'Leary, Wilson and Metiu (2014) uncovered that the effect of geographical distance is
minimized when online communicators share a social identity.
Looking at the type of information systems analysed in the studies, we note that there
is a wide diversity between studies. However, most studies focused on social networking
sites (SNSs), 21 in total, followed by email (15), online communities (12), and
microblogging (10). Scholars generally agree that these online communication tools
supplement conventional communication channels e.g., face to face. Opinions differ,
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however, on which mechanisms explain the effect of online communication on
organizational networks and the role it plays within an organization. Studies suggest
online communication acts as a knowledge sharing platform (Leonardi, 2015; 2014),
organizing agent (Kavada, 2015), or shelter (Vaast & Levina, 2015), to name a few.
Discussion
From the literature review, we advance a model of online communication (Figure
1). Future research on the topic should differentiate between the type of use and type of
technology investigated, to enhance understanding of the mechanisms explaining the role
of online communication in shaping the effect of distance on the formation of
organizational networks. Moreover, researchers should consider the role of multiple
dimensions of distance and types of networks (i.e., formal or informal) on the evolution
and sustenance of a particular network. We conclude that the effect of distance might be
altered as a consequence of online communication. But at the same time, we cannot
discount the impact of distance on the evolution and sustenance of organizational
networks.
Moreover, we note a general lack of attention for the negative consequences
associated with online communication and reduced distance in organizational networks.
This offers several directions for future research. First, at the individual level, researchers
may want to study social exclusion through sub-grouping or lack of system accessibility,
opportunism, and surveillance. Second, at the organizational level, research attention
might be directed to lock-in effects and knowledge spill-overs. Finally, at the societal
level, the limited commitment of online participants in social movement and the
opportunities for organizing crime and terror via online communication deserves further
attention. Considering the negative effects of online communication, we suggest that
organizations should aim to optimize, rather than minimize, distance among
communication partners within organizations.
Online communication
- type of use
-type of technology

-Distance dimensions b & c
-Informal (formal) network
Distance
dimension a

Formal (informal)
network

Figure 1: Improved Model of the Effects of Online Communication on Distance

References
4

Allen, T.J. (1977). Managing the Flow of Technology. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Allen, J., James, A.D., & Gamlen, P. (2007). Formal versus informal knowledge networks
in R&D: a case study using social network analysis. R&D Management, 37, 3, 179-196.
Borgatti, S.P., & Foster, P. (2003). The network paradigm in organizational research: A
review and typology. Journal of Management, 29(6), 991–1013.
Borgatti, S.P., Halgin, D.S. (2011). On Network Theory. Organization Science, 22(5),
1168-1181.
Brass, D.J., Galaskiewicz, J., Greve, H.R., & Tsai, W (2004). Taking Stock of Networks
and Organizations: A Multilevel Perspective. Academy of Management Journal, 47(6),
795-817.
Burt, R.S. (1992). Structural Holes: The Social Structure of Competition. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.
Caimcross, F. (2001). The death of distance: How the communications revolution is
changing our lives. Boston, US: Harvard Business School Press.
Chandler, A. (1962). Strategy and Structure. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Cross, R. & Parker, A. (2004). The hidden power of social networks. Boston, US: Harvard
Business School Press.
Festinger, L., Schachter, S., Back, K., (1950) Social Pressure in Informal Groups. USA:
Stanfort Universtity Press.
Gibbs, J.L., Rozaidi, N.A., & Eisenberg, J. (2013). Overcoming the ‘‘Ideology of
Openness’’: Probing the Affordances of Social Media for Organizational Knowledge
Sharing. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 19, 102–120.
Granovetter, M. S. (1973). The strength of weak ties. American Journal of Sociology, 6,
1360–1380.
Hage, E., & Noseleit, F. (2015). Changes and variations in online and offline
communication patterns: Including peer effects. 1-18. Paper presented at 23rd European
Conference on Information Systems (ECIS), Münster, Germany.
Kilduff, M. & Brass, D.J. (2010). Organizational Social Network Research: Core Ideas
and Key Debates. The Academy of Management Annals, 4(1), 317-357.
Kavada, A. (2015). Creating the collective: social media, the Occupy Movement and its
constitution as a collective actor. Information, Communication & Society, 18(8), 872-886.
Leclercq-Vandelannoitte, A., Isaac, H. & Kalika, M. (2014). Mobile information systems
and organizational control: beyond the panopticon metaphor? European Journal of
Information Systems, 23, 543–557.
Leonardi, P.M. (2015). Ambient awareness and knowledge acquisition: Using social
media to learn “who knows what” and “who knows whom”. MIS Quarterly, 39(4), 747762.
Leonardi, P.M. (2014). Social Media, Knowledge Sharing, and Innovation: Toward
a Theory of Communication Visibility. Information Systems Research, 25(4), 796-816.
Mintzberg, H. (1973). The Structuring of Organizations. Englewood, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Newcomb, T.M. (1961). The acquaintance process. New York, US: Holt, Rinehart &
Winston.
5

O’Leary, M.B., Wilson, J.M. & Metiu, A. (2014). Beyond being there: the symbolic role
of communication and identification in perceptions of proximity to geographically
dispersed colleagues. MIS Quarterly, 38(4), 1219-1243.
Persson, J.S., Mathiassen, L. & Aaen, I. (2012). Agile distributed software development:
enacting control through media and context. Information Systems Journal, 22, 411–433.
Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community.
New York, USA: Simon & Schuster.
Quan-Haase, A., Cothrel, J. & Wellman, B. (2005). Instant Messaging for Collaboration:
A Case Study of a High-Tech Firm. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication,
10(4), 00.
Recker, J. & Lekse, D. (2016). A field study of spatial preferences in enterprise
microblogging. Journal of Information Technology, 31(2), 115–129.
Takhteyev, Y., Gruzd, A., & Wellman, B. (2012). Geography of Twitter networks. Social
Networks, 34(1), 73-81.
Tasselli, Kilduff, & Menges, 2015). The Microfoundations of Organizational Social
Networks: A Review and an Agenda for Future Research. Journal of Management, 41(5),
1361-1387.
Tichy, N.M. (1981). Networks in organizations. In Nustrom, P. & Starbuck, W. (eds),
Handbook of Organizational Design, Vol. 2. New York, USA: Oxford University Press,
225–247.
Tranos, E. & Nijkamp, P. (2013). The death of distance revisited: Cyber-plce, physical
and relational proximities. Journal of Regional Science, 53(5), 855-873.
Vaast, E. & Levina, N. (2015). Speaking as one, but not speaking up: Dealing with new
moral taint in an occupational online community. Information and Organization, 25, 73–
98.
Wellman, B. (2001). Physical place and cyber-place: Changing portals and the rise of
networked individualism. International Journal of Urban Regional Research, 25(2), 227252.
Wikipedia (2015). Propinquity. Derived from: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Propinquity

6

