

















3.1 GENERAL APPROACHES TO GROUP COMMUNICATION
3.1.1 Procedural vs. information sharing

This paper identifies two general approaches to the modelling of group communication, evident
in the models considered. These may be loosely termed the procedural and information sharing
approaches. :

e The procedural approach considers the ordered flow of information between roles as the
basis for communication within groups. :

¢ The information sharing approach places the emphasis on a group working towa,rds a
common goal using shared information that is available to those who requlre it.

The difference between these approaches lies in the way group working is viewed. When
using a procedural approach, information is seen as moving in some way between members
of a group. Information objects (which include messages) are always changing and new data
are included as an activity progresses. The model resulting from such an approach tends to
be an outline of sequences of actions, and a description of the information objects that are
acted upon and the agents that act on them. In particular, plocedural models emphas1se the
temporal (and sothetimes causal) relationships between communication acts

The information sharing approach focuses more on the access of sharpd information objects
by group members. These objects may have complex structures and may be grouped into sets
reflecting the dynamic aspects of information. Group members access information objects via
opérations which' support their retrieval and management. In addition, complex searching
and structuring facilities are usually available. A model resulting from this approach has a
highly developed ¢oncept of an information object, and communication is implicitly described
in terms of which objects may be accessed by whom as opposed to explicit exchanges. The
temporal relationships between events are not always explicitly represented in these models.

3.1.2 The approaches adopted by each project

In reality, the models considered by this paper form a spectrum with the plocedural and
information sharing approaches at either end.

" o The AMIGO Ad'va,ncedA model is strongly oriented towards the procedural approach
- with a rule based model centered on the explicit exchange of messages by roles within
activities.

e COSMOS is based on the procedural approach, indicated by the use of production-
like rules within SDL. However, some support for information sharing is provided by
information servers in the COSMOS prototype

¢ The MacAll model combines both approaches, adoptmg a fundamentally procedural
model with limited support for information sharing within workspaces.

¢ The AMIGO MHS+ model adopts the information sharing approach with the datamodel
as its cornerstone. ' I
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The examples of group communication explored by each project reflect the different ap-
proaches they adopt. COSMOS and AMIGO Advanced examine structured, well ordered
activities such as “voting”. The MacAll project primarily concerns office communication,
considering form-based activities such as “trip planning”. AMIGO MHS+ considers less
structured activities such as “conferencing” where the ordering of events is not critical. N

3.1.3 Shortcomings of each approach

Both the procedural and information sharing approaches exhibit crucial limitations and this
paper proposes that neither can adequately describe all common classes of group commu-
nication. The main limitation of the procedural approach is its lack of support for group
communication activities in which the structure of shared information is important. In par-
ticular:

o It is difficult to identify and construct sets of information from those objects exchanged
between roles (e.g. accessing an entire conversation as a sequence of exchanged mes-
sages). '

e Little provision is made for exploiting the relationships between information (e.g. “give
me 2!l messages commenting on docwment X* or “all messages sent by Y or Z”).

o Methods for accessing the history of past activities are primitive .

On the other hand, the lack of temporal structure within the mformatlon sharing approach
renders it unsultable for describing classes of communication in which the order of events is
critical. In partlcular '

e There are no temporal constraints on actions.

There is no councept of role supporting both users and the system in achieving specific

<

goals, or reflecting the division of labour that is common to may group working activities.’

¢ Rules for the processing of information cannot be specified (e.g. “count the number of
'votes”). ' ' ’

¢ The lack of an activity concept means that patterns of communication are not explicitly

represented within the system.

3.2 THE TREATMENT OF OBJECTS

Bach of the four models reviewed in this paper considers communication in terms of access
to, or transfer of, objects containing information. This section compares the definition and
treatment of objects within each model. In particular, the models can be contrasted in terms
of their support for structured objects, active objects, and sets of objects.
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COSMOS objects COSMOS objects are the items transferred between roles in an ez-
change and created as the result of encapsulated actions. They may be ephemeral, such as
messages which are exchanged once, or more durable, such as documents exchanged many
times. ' :

The structure and contents of COSMOS objects are not considered of importance to the
definition of SDL communication structures and are therefore not defined in detail. However,
two methods are provided for referencing objects within SDL: by subscript (e.g. paper(3)),
or by history (e.g. the paper which role A sent to role B). COSMOS objects are not active
(i.e. do not contain rules for their own processing). Instead, objects are processed according
to the rule components of SDL communication structures. SDL allows the representation of
relations between objects, where, for example, one object (e.g. an annual report) is based on
of composed of others (e.g. departmental reports). The subscript and history mechamsms
described above can also be used to exploit relatlons between ob jects.

AMIGO MHS+ objects: The AMIGO MHS+ datamodel supports a highly developed
object concept. Information Objects form the basis of the datamodel, and their structure
and manipulation is the key to the AMIGO MHS+ view of group working. '

AMIGO MHS+ Information Objects consist of sets of attributes where each attribute has a
type (e.g. “author”) and an arbitrarily complex value (e.g. “Joanna Bloggs”). The values of
attributes may themselves be sets of attributes, thus allowing nested objects. This function-
ality is considered necessary for representing complex items such as encapsulated messages.
Each Information Object is identified by a globally unique distinguished name consisting of a
subset of its attributes. Information Objects are not active. The datamodel allows objects to
be grouped into sets via the compound object construct. These sets may be highly dynamic
(e.g. “all messages sent by Joanna Bloggs”) and operations are provided to access members
of the set at any one time. Furthermore, transient sets may be identified within search op-

erations. The ability to construct general dynamic sets of Information ObJects is a major
feature of the AMIGO MHS+ datamodel. '

AMIGO Advanced objects In the Activity Modet, message objects are defined as those
objects that are exchanged betweern communication partners within activities, wiLuac primary
purpose is to commumcate information. They may contain mstructlons to the receiver that
specify what s/he is expected to do as a result of receiving the message object. Another
optional component is the meta-message, this contains history and context mformatidn. '

The structure of a message object is defined as a matrix. The first column contains a list
of attributes the message has, the second contains the default or initial values for these, and
the third column contains names of functions that can affect the attributes. Message objects
are not active. Relationships between message objects, or parts of message objects, can be
explicitly specified (e.g. reply, response, version of, copy of). Relations can also be specified
that define logical groupings of message objects.

MacAll objects MacAll objects are of two types; messages and iunits. Messages are used
for transferring information between, and collecting information from role instances. Iunits,
or information units, are. as their name suggests, atomic units of information. They may
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exist as part of a message, or they may be distinct objects stored within workspaces. Both
types of objects have a history associated with them.

Messages consist of a set of iunits, which in turn comprise a group of fields. An iunit within
a message is defined as the group of fields that is expected to be filled by one role. Messages
are semi-structured, in that flelds are typed, but may be given the type “text”, which means
they may contain anything. Iunits are structured if they are parts of messages, and may be
structured otherwise. Both messages and iunits are active objects, and contain rules for their
own processing. There are no explicit mechanisms for grouping objects into sets, but rules
may be defined that allow the refining of a group of messages within a workspace according '
to criteria based on their history or values of fields..In addition, a field may contain another
iunit or message, so objects can be grouped in this way.

3.3 SUPPORT FOR INFORMATION DOMAINS

This section examines the support within each model for the concept of information domains.
Information domains describe spaces in which the information pertinent to a group is located
and managed. Furthermore, they contain the resources (e.g. agents and services) required
by users playing various roles within a group. There are a number of key questions to be
considered when modelling information domains: -

¢ How should the boundaries of information domains (and groups) be defined?

e What properties should these boundaries have. For example, how flexible are they, and
can they overlap?

¢ What effect do information domains have on other components of the model. For
example, are objects given local names for each environment they can exist in, or do
they have global names? ’

Both the AMIGO MHS+ and the MacAll projects support information domains to some
extent, and address some of the above questions. This support is considered in the following
sections. The domain concept is less evident in the COSMOS and AMIGO Advanced models.

MacAll “workspaces” In the MacAll model, people interact with the system by assuming
roles and thus becoming instances of roles. A role consists of a pre-defined set of rules that
any person assuming that role is expected to follow. Each role has a workspace associated
with it that may be accessed by all instances of that role, and instances of other roles may
have somelimited or unlimited access to the contents of the workspace. A workspace contains:

o Description — A textual description of the workspace.

¢ List of role instances — Every time an instance of a role is created, it registers with
the appropriate workspace; thus each workspace has a list of all current instances of its
associated role.

¢ Trays— An in tray which contains incoming messages, an in progress tray that contains
messages that are being processed, serving as a locking device, and an out tray which
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is where messages that have been processed by a role instance wait while they perform
any self-processing that is required by their rules.”

¢ Resources — These are tools that a role instance may need to perform his/her role.
This includes basic tools such as calculators and calendars, and also means of accessmg
external devices such as printers.

¢ Filing Cabinet - This contains archived messages and iunits that may be needed by
role instances.

Conceptually, a person does all the work associated with the roles that they play in the
workspaces appropriate to those roles. Within these workspaces, all resources needed to
perform any task that may be required of the associated role will be available. Workspaces
are strictly defined as conceptual work areas assocm,ted w1th one specific role boundanes may
be transparent but do not overlap

AMIGO MHS+ “environments” The AMIGO MHS+ project supports.information
domains in terms of environments. These. serve two purposes. First, they describe a locus
of effect for operations such as searchmg Constraining the effects of such operations will be
critical where truly world-wide communication occurs. Second, they indicate the resources
associated with a group and therefore supporting the realisation of conceptual operations
within a distributed system. For example, a search operation can.be targeted at specific
agents in a storage system as 1dent1ﬁed within the group env1ronment

The descnptxon of an environment may include:

o A textual deq('ription of the environment.

o A descup’mon of the groups of commmunication entities mthm the envnonment

Access control rules that govern access to 1nformat10n assocmted w1th the env1ronment

lhe names of resources that may be used Wlthm the envuonment
. Lhe- names of important information objects within the'enwronment.
o A description of the organisation of information objects within the environment.
Environments as defined by the AMIGO MHS+ project are more general and flexible than
the MacAll workspaces. In particular, they may overlap and objects may belong to more

than one environment. Overlapping environments are particularly important because they
support the sharing of information between, as well as within, groups.

3.4 ACTIVITIES

It is generally accepted that the concept of an activity is imporfant when modelling group
communication processes. It can be loosely described as the events that take place when a
group of people is formed in order to achieve a common goal. There are a number of issues
involved in the modelling of activities:
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e Role-oriented vs. mediator-oriented approach.
o Relationships between activities.

¢ Error-handling and re-trying mechanisms.

This section clarifies the distinction between role-oriented and mediator-oriented activities,
and then examines the way each model has dealt with the modelling of activities.

3.4.1 Approaches to the modelling of activities

It is possible to approach the modelling of activities from two perspectives; role-oriented, and
mediator-oriented. This distinction was highlighted by researchers in the AMIGO Advance
project. B

A role-oriented approach looks at the activity from the viewpoint of the entities involved
in its performance; and rules that govern events are specified within the definitions of these
entities. The main advantage of this approach is that the distributed nature of specifications
clarifies the division of tasks between roles, and enables local support for each role-player
to be provided. However, due to a lack of ¢o-ordination, tracking objects and dealing with
unexpected behaviour is difficult.

On the other hand, the mediator-oriented approach views the activity as a distinct entity
in its own right. Activities and the rules for their performance are separately defined. The
advantage of this approach is that some agent somewhere will be co-ordinating events, which
facilitates exception-handling. It also makes tracking objects and checking on the progress of
the activity much easier. The disadvantage is that there is an inherent lack of support for
role-players. '

B>

3.4.2 The treatment of activities by the models

COSMOS activities: The COSMOS model takes the mediator-oriented approach towards
modelling activities. A communication structure (CS) is defined, which is a structure of pro-
duction rules that specifies the order that events should take place within an activity. Actions
associated with entities (roles and objects) are implicitly specified within these definitions,
rather than being explicitly listed in association with the appropriate entity.

Relations between activities can be explicitly specified. Conditions that must be met before
actions are performed can involve roles or objects from other CSs; objects from other CSs can
be involved in actions, and an action can explicitly require a role to instantiate another CS.

At present, no attempt is made to specify or allow the specification of error-handling or
re-trying mechanisms.

AMIGO MHS-+ activities: No definition of activities as such was developed by this
project; because of the importance attached to the control of information objects and storage
and access to these, little attention was paid to the specification of the way this information
should be used to achieve group goals.



AMIGO Advanced activities: In the AMIGO Advanced activity model, activities are
modelled from a mediator-oriented point of view. Unlike COSMOS activities, each component
is specified separately within an activity definition, and the rule component defines the way
these interact. When an activity is instantiated, a central coordinating entity (CCE) directs
performance of the component tasks.

Relations may be established between activities either by the invocation of one activity by
another, or by explicit co-operation between activities. In the first of these, the invoked
activity is treated as a role-player in the parent activity; whereas in the seécond, there is
comiunication between role-players in each of two activities.

As a default, when an error occurs, a human administrator is informed and asked to resolve
the problem. However, an activity definition may include information that allows the CCE
to resolve situations where expected events have not occurred. If an unknown event occurs,
a human is a,lwa,ys informed.

MacAll activities: AME activities were developed using a primarily role-oriented ap-
proach.” All rules governing the performance of activities are contained within objects (roles,
messages, iunits, workspaces). However, activity objects are specified. The purpose of these is
to act as a means of tracking particular object instances involved in activity instances: They
also contain a textual description of the activity which may be used as a source of reference
by role—players who wish to obtain an overall view of the activity.

Relations betwecn d.CthltleS are not specified.

The notion of subactivities was introduced as a primitive means of error—handlmg These are
groupings of tasks within an activity, and if any part of the a.ct1v1ty needs to be re—done it
can thcoxctrcally bc performed dgam in 1solat10n -

4 CONCLUSION: an integrated approach

The previous sections have described and analysed four models of group communication.

“Although-a wide range of issues has been addressed by these models, no single model has

dealt with them all. This is, in part, due to differences’ between their general approaches
towards modelling group commumcatlon :

This paper proposes that an 1ntegra1:ed approach to modelling is needed in order to develop a
comprehensive model of group communication structures. Furthermore, “cobbling together”

the best features of current models is not the optimal means of developing this model. Instead,

the new model should be based on careful consideration of all issues involved in the modelhng
of group communication. This may result in the use of previously developed solutions. It
may also involve the examination and reconceptialisation of issues at a more basic level.

The full description of this approach to modelling, and a specification of requirements for a
resulting model, are clearly for further study. However, based on the preceding review of four
current approaches and models, we feel that we can 1dent1fy some features that should be
exhibited by such an 1ntegrated model

¢ The model should be developed using a primarily procedural approach.
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e A general object model should be used to represent both information ob jects and other
components of the model.

o A well-developed concept of information domains should be included.

o The concept of activities sl.lould' be Well;deﬁned, and relations between activities should
be specifiable and configurable.

A primarily procedural approach should be used when developing a model of group commu-
nication. The main reason for this is that communication processes are naturally described
in terms of procedures, that is, sequences of events. In other words, procedural models ef-
fectively capture the action-oriented nature of communication. Also, the shortcomings of a
purely information sharing approach (lack of support for temporal constraints and rules for

- information processing, lack of role and activity concepts) do not arise when using a proce-

dural approach. However, some aspects of information handling need to be considered, and
therefore the use of a general object model and the concept of information domains should

. also be features of the model.

The use of an object model (e.g. object-oriented programming languages such as Smalltalk
[6], the CCITT X.407 standard [8]) as a basis for specifying information objects, and other
components of the model, gives an underlying structure for these entities, and allows rela-
tions between them to be specified. Objects could be grouped into sets by using inheritance
mechanisms, and compound objects could be supported. Clearly, an integrated model could
draw on other developments in object-oriented programming languages (e.g. actlve objects
could be used to represent intelligent messages [7D).

The concept of information domains is an 1mportant feature of an integrated model for three
reasons. First, it is the means by which an abstract model can be associated with actual
services and resources available to useis of the system. Secendly, an information domain is
useful for grouping related information objects, and controlling access to, and defining the
locus of, operations on these objects. Finally, roles and people can be grouped within these
domains, and relations between groups can be represented by overlapping and nested domains.

Activities are used to represent the goals and tasks of group working. The concept of an
activity in some form is the basis for most procedural models. However, the concept has
yet to be fully explored and defined. Issues for further study include exception-handling,
relations between activities, and partial definition of activities. In addition, a clear concept of
an activity that includes the best points of role-oriented and mediator-oriented approaches is
needed. Exactly how activities should relate to group goals and plans also needs investigation.
It is possible that recent work in Artificial Intelligence on planning in multi-agent systems
(e.g. [5]) will be a useful source of inspiration here.

To conclude, this paper has described the research of four European projects (COSMOS,
AMIGO MHS+, AMIGO Advanced, and MacAll IT) that have investigated the modelling of
group communication. The resulting models have been compared from four key perspectives,
and this has led to the conclusion that an integrated approach is required. Some of the
features that such an approach should exhibit have been indicated, and areas for further
study have been highlighted.
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