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Abstract: There is little understanding of how distributed writing groups manage their col­
laboration and what kinds of support are most useful. The paper presents three case 
studies of distributed collaborative writing groups in academia. The process evolves over 
time, constantly adapting to changing circumstances. Co-authors offer and make use of a 
range of information. Their subsequent opportunistic use of this information to make appro­
priate ad hoc decisions in new circumstances, appears to be essential to achieve flexibility 
and coordination. We call this informed opportunism. We identify design implications for 
support tools for distributed collaborative writing. 

1 Introduction 
The rapid development of communications technology is making it easier and more 
cost effective for many people to communicate with others over a wider area than 
ever before. Some find it convenient or necessary to work closely with colleagues 
who are great distances away, and to collaborate on documents with them. The 
chances are increasingly that co-authors of documents are distributed over a wide 
area and must use that same telecommunications technology to support communi­
cation and management of writing activity. 

Research on co-authoring is increasing in the humanities (Lunsford and Ede 
1990; Forman 1992) as well as in CSCW. An increasing number of interview stud­
ies (e.g. Posner 1991; Rimmershaw 1992) and surveys (e.g. Lunsford and Ede 1990; 
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Couture and Rymer 1991; Chandler 1992; Beck 1993) are becoming available. Few 
longitudinal studies of the process of collaborative writing exist (although see Law 
and Williams 1982; Riley 1983; Couture and Rymer 1991; and Plowman 1992; and 
a growing number of self-reports of the experience of co-authoring). Co-authoring 
can be denned in many ways (Lunsford and Ede 1990), giving different perspectives 
on what the practices of co-authoring are (Couture and Rymer 1991). The assigning 
of authorship to academic papers is in itself a subject of study (e.g. Trimbur and 
Braun.1992). 

We are interested in 'close' co-authoring, as opposed to, for example, editing, 
and define this as the writing of documents by two or more persons, where the 
names appearing in the author list are those of people who considered themselves 
involved in the writing of that document. We feel that for distributed co-authoring 
groups, i.e. those working together across geographic distance, there is a particular 
potential for appropriately designed computer-based tools being helpful. 

Over the past few years there has been a rapid growth in the number of collabo­
rative writing tools, e.g. QUILT (Leland, Fish, and Kraut 1988), GROVE (Ellis, Gibbs, 
and Rein 1990), SHREDIT (McGuffin and Olson 1992), and PREP (Neuwirth, Chand-
hok, Kaufer, Erion, Morris, and Miller 1992); and hypermedia co-authoring tools, 
e.g. COAUTHOR (Hahn, Jarke, Eherer, and Kreplin 1991). Some are designed to sup­
port writing together both at the same time and at different times, e.g. SASSE 

(Baecker, Nastos, Posner, and Mawby 1993). Few are designed for distributed co-
authoring, an exception being MESSIE (Sasse, Chuang, and Handley 1993). 

We have studied co-authoring in academia and have, however, found no evi­
dence of use of special collaborative writing tools, except among those close to the 
development teams. Instead, face-to-face meetings, conventional workstation and 
printing technology, telephone, facsimile (fax), and post appear to be the means by 
which information is exchanged and activities managed. This is consistent with a 
general concern, e.g. with Kling (1991), that the use of CSCW tools has not prolif­
erated at a rate corresponding to the increasingly sophisticated range of systems 
available. This problem has been attributed to a poor understanding of the way in 
which groups collaborate (Kraemer and Pinsonneault 1990; Grudin 1991). 

An early indication that a distinction between discussion and annotation may not 
be useful for all co-authors (see Mhashi, Rada, Beck, Zeb, and Michailidis 1992), 
prompted our interest in whether other distinctions proposed in the analysis of writ­
ing make sense to users of the systems , or whether inappropriate assumptions are 
finding their way into collaborative writing systems. Does co-authoring proceed 
through 'stages' which it is meaningful to design to? COAUTHOR is one of several 
systems which has a strong separation of idea generation from text writing. Here, 
despite "no rigid phase model [being] intended" (p. 81), strong assumptions of what 

1 Our concern here is not with whether such distinctions are appropriate in the analysis of writing or collabo­
rative writing, nor with whether they provide useful frameworks for thinking about writing support, but, rather, 
with whether wholesale application of analytical and theoretical distinctions into support tools, distinctions such 
as those based on Flower and Hayes' influential cognitive model of writing (e.g. Flower and Hayes 1980); 
encourage a task onented approach which may prove unnecessarily restrictive to users. Note that Flower herself 
in a later paper calls for writing research now to "explain how context cues cognition" (Flower 1989, p 1) 
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