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Abstract: Most cooperation support systems require information about the organisational
context in which they are used. This is particularly required when systems are used in a
large organisation or for the support of inter-organisational cooperation.

Following from this requirement, this paper presents the design and functionality of the
organisational information system TOSCA for cooperation support systems. TOSCA is
composed of two major components: an organisational information base server, which
provides services to applications and an orgariisational information browser, which
provides user access.

The paper describes the motivation for an organisational information system, the object
oriented data model that is used for the information representation, the architecture of the
overall system, and the design of the user interface that presents and provides access to
the multimedia information. It concludes with the description of how this system supports a
task management system and the role it would play in a CSCW environment.

1. Introduction & Motivation

The overall aim of TOSCA! is the representation of knowledge about organisations
and their resources which are relevant for the support of communication and
cooperation. Major issues of the system are:

* provision of organisational context information
Cooperation in teams and organisations is always embedded in an organisational

framework. This requires the provision of information about the organisational
context in which users work which helps to choose the right patterns for

1 The organisational information system for CSCW applications
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communication and cooperatlon 'Informatlon must be provided to answer
questions such as: Who is responsible for carrying out a specific task? Whom can |
ask for help? Furthermore the system should provide information as to how
particular tasks are handled in the organisation. What are the organisational rules
one has to consider? Whom do I have to ask first? Which document type do I have
to use? All this information belongs to the knowledge which is normally not or

only very implicitly provided by CSCW applications, although it plays a
significant role in cooperatlon. TOSCA provides this information to users and
applications. Thus, not for every application which requires this information an
own information base must be developed and managed.

* distributed provision of directory information

Communication requ‘ires reachability information about the cooperating
partners. This includes communication addresses as well as information about
reachability and preferred communication methods. Most applications tackle this
by providing simple address directories, which are often not distributed and
furthermore can not be shared between different applications. So, in the worst case,
each user manages his own directory for:each cooperation support application he is
using. It is one of the aims of the organisational information system presented here
to overcome this problem by prov1dmg and integrating a distributed directory
service to applications and users. B

« integration of standardlsed extemal resources

An approach chosen i 1n (Hennessy et al., 1993), which we also have investigated
(Prinz and Pennelli, 1992), is the applrcatron of the X.500 Directory. X.500 is a
CCITT and ISO standard for an electronic address book (X.500, 1992). With its
potentially world-wide dlstrlbutron its methods for distributed management, and
its standardised service interface; it fulfils the requirements for a distributed

address directory and scalability. However shortcomings arise when the directory

is applied to a more detailed modelling and administration of organisational

information. Major problems deal ‘with the representation and modelling of

organisational relationships and data integrity. Nevertheless, in order to benefit

from the existence of X.500, we found it important that TOSCA integrates access
‘ ;

to the X.500 world. Lo

* integration of cooperation resources

Comprehensive cooperation support beneﬁts when the resources for cooperation
support such as documents, calendars, structured message types (Pankoke-Babatz,
1989; Borenstein, 1992; Malone et al., 1992) can be integrated with the context in
which they are used. The advantage of TOSCA is that it is more than a storage
server for this information. It allowsthe association of this information to its
organisational context, i.e. by linking it;;to the projects, departments, etc. where
they are used or to the people who'use it.ri

140 g .o ECSCW '93



e support for scalability

Organisational information is of particular importance in large geographically
distributed organisations and for the support of inter-organisational cooperation
(Engelbart, 1990). This raises the aspect of scalability which we see as a crucia
issue for the success of CSCW applications. From the administrative viewpoint it
must be easily possible to extend the number of users of an application. This
requires an underlying distributed service environment which provides a set of
common services needed by cooperation support service. The organisational
information service presented here is one fundamental component in such an
environment. As a support service it smplifies the introduction and use of new
applications into the working environment and this may increase the acceptance of
these services (Markus and Connolly, 1990).

* visble and user tailorable mode

We aimed to develop a flexible data model that alows an adaptation of our
system to various organisations. This is required, because organisations change and
it is impossible to develop a single representation that fits al considerable
organisations. For that reason an object oriented approach has been chosen.
Together with the provision of an object modelling tool TOSCA provides visibility
of the concepts and allows users and groups to tailor the object model to their
specific need.

This paper is organised as follows. First we will present the data mode for the
representation of organisational information. The design of an organisational
browser is described afterwards, showing three different scenarios of use. Then, the
architecture of the system is presented followed by an examination how the system
is integrated into a larger CSCW environment. The paper concludes with a brief
description of future plans and a summary.

2. A DaaModd for the representation of
organisationa information

2.1. Generad consderations

Before we explain our data model we should define what we understand by
organisational information. We consider organisational information to be
information about the entities of an organisation that determine and describe the
working context of users. This includes information about the employees, projects,
roles, committees, departments, locations, etc. of an organisation. Furthermore, the
resources of cooperation such as documents, calendars and other kinds of
commonly used data must be considered. In order to provide hepful information
on how to perform tasks in an organisation, the system needs to represent
guidelines which can be used as resources for planning and carrying out a
cooperétive activity.
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