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Abstract: This paper is about capturing and analysing requirements for Computer 
Supported Collaborative Work (CSCW) systems, showing that the approach taken differs 
from that for more traditional IT systems. Social science research paradigms are used to 
expand the nature of work in constrained environments. Interaction-based studies of 
office settings and a case study of a set of knowledge workers who manipulate 
information leads to an investigation of methods for translating their tacit knowledge into 
more meaningful requirements statements. The work presents views of the organisation 
through the participants eyes as contrasted with more formal views of the organisation as 
a business. 

Introduction 
One of the influences of social science on the field of CSCW is to give a broader 
understanding of the nature of work. In finding a rationale for how activities are 
carried out in the office-based societies which form the basis of many studies, it is 
possible to clarify what it is about working together in groups that make the 
construction of computer systems to support them so different from that of single-
user systems. Such studies document the underlying organisational and social 
structure of the organisations in which people work and identifies just why they did 
the work they did in the way that they did. We can use these findings as a basis for 
design of more effective CSCW systems. 
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Watching how people act normally as they carry out their job in their usual work 
situation is not yet a common data gathering technique for collecting user 
requirements for systems development. The techniques involve non-intrusive 
observations and some recent researchers have analysed modern office or 
operations contexts (Anderson and Shorrock, 1992; Bentley et al., 1992; Button, 
1992; Dubinskas, 1988; Heath and Luff, 1991; Hughes et al., 1993; Kraut et al,. 
1991; Linde, 1988; Nardi and Miller, 1988; Reder and Schwab, 1990; Rogers, 
.1992). / ; , , 

The technique of ethnography has a number of disadvantages as well as 
advantages. The large amounts of data it generates are hard to analyse, especially as 
the techniques for such analysis are not well codified. The observer has no control 
over what can be observed at any one time so that important but rare events may not 
be observed at all during the course of the study. There has to be some guidance on 
what to collect and how to limit fruitless attempts to watch everything that happens 
in a small project group. This bounding of the field of view seems to be necessary 
when looking for specific traces of activity and indications of communication 
episodes. 

The advantages are that the observer can obtain a reasonably detailed 
understanding of the actual social organisation of the work setting and not be reliant 
upon others interpretation of how things should be. Inside knowledge of the 
procedures and data that participants really use, not just what they say they use, or 
what the company guidelines say they should be using, can be derived and 
experienced at first-hand. An insight into the way things work allows an 
ethnographer to live inside the organisation rather than apart from it as an external 
observer. The patterns, which individuals make as groups in a particular 
environmental setting show some of the participation structures which provide 
accountability of action and the way in which situated learning and the acquisition 
of competence occurs. The normative rules and actions instantiated in the 
workplace culture lead to observable rules and interpretation of what these mean in 
the context of the society being studied. It is critical, however, that the 
ethnographer remain detached enough to maintain analytical impartiality and 
scepticism in order to utilise the study for detached analysis and to make 
connections between the unfolding patterns. In this way, an ethnographic model 
can be derived (see Figure 1) as a means of representing relevant aspects of social 
context. ' . 

In representing workplace worlds'ethnography can illuminate previously hidden 
and unremarked underlying interaction and shared knowledge. However, that 
knowledge must also be somehow passed onto systems designers if effective 
CSCW systems which support work practices as they are constructed by 
participants and to be built. 
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Figure 1. Ethnographically informed requirements specification. 

This paper describes a case study, carried out using ethnographic techniques, 
which tries to bring to light what some of the crucial features of collaborative 
working might be. The observational studies took place in the offices of two 
different companies and consisted of watching staff as they went about their day-to­
day work, noting activities and environments, conversations and interactions. The 
people studied are knowledge-workers in that they manipulate information and 
insubstantial material instead of manufacturing physical products. The distinction is 
that they handle data, ideas, information and concepts rather than basic material. 
There will, of course, be a realisation to their work in the real-world in terms of 
paper-based documents or the artefacts which are the outcome of the processes they 
engage in. 

Case study requirements 

Before observational studies can take place, sites must be selected and negotiated 
and a certain level of site specification has to be gone through. The task 
specification was based on the premise that small groups producing an artefact, or 
an identifiable piece of work within reasonably specific short time-scales would be 
a fruitful starting-point for identifying how knowledge workers operate. It was 
believed that sufficiently detailed data on a small set of processes in an intensive 
study, coupled with interviewing and discussion could be collected. The task which 
the knowledge workers undertook had to be one which was not merely repetitive 
(as in manufacturing on production-lines) but had to have a number of distinct 
features which made it individual enough so that, even though a number of the 
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