
18

Voices of Mexico 122

* Alejandro is a researcher at cisan, unam; you can contact him 
at alejandromer@gmail.com.

The study of virtual communities has emerged as 

a fundamental research field in the age of socio-

digital networks, when the creation of interest 

groups is one of the most widespread phenomena. 

Information studies have enriched the study of virtual 

communities, a discipline in which those classified as “in-

formational” develop in two key dimensions: the practi-

cal search for information and the monitoring of it.1 Both 

play an essential role in the construction and functioning 

of online communities and are also fundamental for un-

derstanding their dynamic and impact in contemporary 

society. For that reason, this article’s starting point is the 

following hypothesis: virtual communities can become stra-

tegic mechanisms for informational coordination when 

they are formed in professional fields that are highly flex-

ible labor-wise, such as where free-lance work dominates; 

where organization is based on projects; where work teams 

last for a specific time and once that commitment is fin-

ished, each employee must look for another project with 

a new team; and in local contexts with obstacles for in-

person social interaction.2 The information that these 

job contexts require include possible contracts for a 

new project, personal promotion, sharing experiences and 

knowledge, staying up to date, and building a profession-

al reputation.

To function appropriately, an organization by project 

requires spaces for real and virtual information to meet 

up. By “real,” I mean what is known as information grounds, 

which are temporary social spheres that allow people to 

meet to socialize. In them, the flow of information fosters 

spontaneous, random exchange, known as serendipitous in-

formation retrieval.3 To this definition, we should add that 

information grounds occur in physically delimited spaces, 

such as a restaurant, a company cafeteria, the reception 

room of an office, the teachers’ room at a university, etc.

The digital world also generates information grounds, 

manifested in virtual communities. Interest groups in cy-

berspace reproduce the serendipitous effect when they 

meet to socialize. When these groups show an interest in 

a given professional practice, they become practice vir-

tual communities.

Traditionally, members of workplace communities that 

I have referred to have face-to-fact meeting places to keep 

abreast of each other and listen to the information that 

they bring. To these meetings are added virtual meetings, 

given the facility for interaction and the dissemination 

of the conversations.

With the existence of socio-digital network platforms 

and the possibility of creating virtual communities in them, 
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Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, and other similar plat-

forms become key resources for work-by-project. Online 

information grounds make it possible for professionals 

from all over the world to connect, but, in particular, they 

allow communities participating in localized project spheres 

(a city, a region) to share information and knowledge and 

collaborate efficiently on projects in different social fo-

rums, overcoming geographic and temporal barriers.4

The initial working hypothesis suggests that virtual 

communities can not only facilitate, but even play a stra-

tegic role in informational coordination. Karen Fisher em-

phasizes that information communities are groups of 

organizations and individuals with like interests that seek 

to share matters relevant in information grounds or in-

formal social spheres where people go for information 

while they socialize in other activities.5 Gary Burnett, for 

his part, emphasizes that virtual communities have sub-

stantial potential for supporting a diversity of endeavors 

linked to information retrieval, provision, and exchange, 

which not only extends to the sphere of socialization and 

other kinds of interactions, but also to a broad gamut of 

processes related to information searches and creation.6

As already mentioned, virtual informational commu-

nities move in two dimensions: practical searches for infor-

mation and monitoring it. In the former, concrete answers 

are sought for specific information needs, frequently ex-

pressed in very specific questions.7 Fisher argues that the 

creation of digital communities has increased access to 

information focused on common informational interests, 

and in her study, she points to five characteristics of ef-

fective communication of information in these commu-

nities. The first is an emphasis on people’s collaboration for 

retrieving and using the information; then, to exploit the 

exchanges about emerging technologies; to transcend bar-

riers to information; and to foster social connection.8

Other studies about virtual communities with specific 

information interests, such as migrants and the health 

sector in Canada and the United States, have shown that 

people often request orientation and clarification about 

the health system; they share experiences and opinions; 

and they negotiate the forum’s norms and etiquette. The 

content of the publications centers mainly on issues relat

ed to the immigration process, certification, and employ-

ability. Other issues identified can be grouped into three 

categories: preparation for the information, information 

as support, and informational practices.9

Regarding information monitoring, I should underline 

that it is the supervision of an “informational environment” 

to receive any data that might be linked to the community’s 

current interests, thus proactively orienting the search. 

Reijo Savolainen defines the construction of information 

grounds, emphasizing the co-presence of a group of peo-

ple as an opportunity to search for and find information 

accidentally or unexpectedly (serendipity).10

The research that has touched on the issue of informa-

tion grounds emphasizes the role of spatial co-presence 

for monitoring and accidentally or unexpectedly retrieving 

useful information. We must give similar weight to virtual 

spaces that, just like the in-person ones, allow for the emer-

gence of environments that foster sharing and seeking 

information spontaneously and unexpectedly.11 In this 

sense, the digital sphere creates a sensation of place and 

purpose, allowing the user to interact with a variety of infor-

mation objects; these may be information search systems, 

collaborative work, social networks, digital libraries, or 

any application for work tasks. Practically any interactive 

digital space offers opportunities for potentially chance ex-

changes.12

Another interesting aspect of virtual communities and 

physical spaces such as information grounds is that, for 

the participating individual, they become a form of “in-

formational capital,” understood as the capacity of an 

individual to access information based on the extent of 

his/her informational environments and levels of social 

capitalization and informational literacy.13 For example, 

research on socio-digital platforms has shown that the 

information grounds approach reveals Facebook’s following 

roles: it is a connector that allows people with similar needs 

and interests to come together and it molds their inter-

actions; it is a prerequisite for constructing an online “third 

place” for social interactions; and it is an apparatus for 

serendipity, by sharing and storing information in mul-

tiple formats and controlling its flow.14 It has also been 

found that communities of professionals on X understand 
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their interactions on that platform as an online space 

for the exchange of information. For these professionals, that 

social network constitutes a genuine space where they 

meet and relate to others, but it goes beyond being sim-

ply a place to seek and share information.15

Lastly, we must incorporate the value of information 

produced outside the commercial field. Virtual interest 

groups are formed initially when seeking information that 

comes from peers with the same goal. People look for in-

formation that is the product of experience and accumu-

lated expertise, which comes out of the enjoyment of some 

activity, of a commitment voluntarily acquired. In this sense, 

they are seeking information as a “gift,” not something 

given for financial gain. The concept of “information as a 

gift” in virtual communities must be explored based on the 

division between social and commercial exchange and 

the tension that both exert over these communities’ struc-

ture and dynamics.

Marina Gorbis underlines the distinction between the 

logics of belonging, cordiality, and sharing, as counter-

posed to the logics of the markets and economic transac-

tions.16 In her opinion, the digital sphere has opened up 

an emerging economy based on social relations, allowing 

individuals to collaborate and create knowledge, servic-

es, and even products. This offers an alternative to insti-

tutions like companies, which often provide information 

aimed to —and even manipulated to— favor their eco-

nomic or political interests. In this context, the divide be-

tween the domains of social and commercial exchange 

becomes crucial. The inclusion of commercial interests can 

alter the natural flow of social exchange, making the mem-

bers more cautious about the information they share or 

the interactions they participate in. On the other hand, the 

presence of commercial interests can undermine the cohe-

sion and shared identity that defines many virtual com-

munities, leading to their break-up or even disappearance.

In conclusion, Gorbis’s concept of “information as a gift” 

in virtual communities underlines the importance that 

these give to sharing information and knowledge without 

any economic interest. The intersection of these two spheres 

can give rise to tensions that compromise the authentic-

ity and aim of virtual communities, and understanding 

this dynamic is crucial for preserving their essence.  
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