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We report on the SPLICE (Social Practices Learning and Interoperability in Connected Environments) project funded by the Joint Information Systems Committee in the UK. The project focuses on the behaviour of learners in online communities. Through using a combination of methodological retroduction (after Pawson and Tilley) and VSM modelling we have identified possible mechanisms that might explain different types of individual online social engagement. In doing this, we have specifically applied the VSM to model the variety management within learners. Our aim has been both to establish effective models and to empower individual learners within an overarching action-research project.

The findings of this work indicate that actions taken in the light of a VSM mechanism of 'personal viability' have outcomes which can be further explained by the model. In the case of the SPLICE project, actions with learners were specifically designed to enhance self-efficacy through the establishment of more effective 'habits' of communication. In many cases, reports from teachers and learners suggest that greater learner autonomy was produced. However, in addition to these positive outcomes, we argue that the combination of VSM modelling and retroductive methodology can lead to a deeper understanding of the role of technology in developing self-efficacy and the social capital of learners.
