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Efforts to build systems to support the complex social reality of cooperative work need
both a grounding in the social i.e., a rnich abstract basis for understanding work, and a
bridging hink between the social and the technical to provide new insights into how to
approach designing systems based on this understanding. We propose Anselm Strauss’
(1993) Theory of Action as a candidate from which to evolve a framework to ground an
understanding of work. Insights from Strauss’ work on the importance of structural condi-
tions for social world (cooperative ensemble) interactions can help us to view support sys-
tems in a new role as setting/locale for cooperative work interaction, thus providing a
bridge between the social and the technical We brnefly overview a locales-based environ-
ment called WORLDS we are building concurrent with our theoretical exploration

Introduction

The Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) community has two predom-
inant strands of research: the social, i.e., the study of how people work in coopera-
tive arrangements, and the technical, i.c., the study/practice of building systems to
support this work. In order to build systems that are grounded in the real world,
systems developers look to the soctal for abstractions which capture the nature of
work to be supported. To date, the social has provided nsights such as the notion
of ‘sttuated action’ (Suchman, 1987) and the complex contingent nature of work,
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as well as many focussed studies showing the complexities of real-life workaday
situations. These insights have not, however, led to CSCW systems that satisfacto-
rily support them. CONVERSATIONBUILDER is an example of a system where the
designers have explicitly cited support for the situated, contingent nature of work
as an important goal, but have found achieving such support in practice to be elu-
sive (Bogia et al, 1993).

We suggest that efforts to build systems to support the complex social reality of
cooperative work need both a grounding in the social i.e., a rich abstract basis for
understanding work, and a bridging link between the social and the technical to
provide new insights into how to approach designing systems based on this under-
standing. The principled development of CSCW support environments is predi-
cated on the existence of such a framework.

In the first section of this paper, we propose Anselm Strauss’ (1993) Theory of
Action as a candidate from which to evolve a framework to ground an understand-
ing of work for the following reasons: (1) it already exists as a coherent, related set
of abstractions - a big picture - which makes the social more accessible, and pro-
vides a background against which other concepts from CSCW can be mapped or
be seen to complement; and (2) it provides analytical leverage for systems devel-
opers who do not have a social science background nor the services of a social sci-
ence team member. In the second section, we propose that insights from Strauss’
work on the importance of structural conditions for social world (cooperative
ensemble) interactions can help us to view support systems in a new role as setting/
locale for cooperative work interaction, thus providing a bridge between the social
and the technical. We then provide a brief overview of WORLDS, a locales-based
environment we are building concurrent with our theoretical exploration.

Action, Social Worlds and CSCW

We focus on Anselm Strauss rather than other action theorists for our understand-
ing of work, not just because he is a prominent sociologist, but because his theory
of action is grounded in and abstracted from a lifetime of ‘real-world’ observations
of how people work. Various concepts have evolved in his work, such as ‘articula-
tion work’, often quoted in CSCW literature, but it is only recently that Strauss has
attempted to draw out a rich coherent, related set of abstractions, concepts and
assumptions about action and work as action/interaction. It is the ‘groundedness’
of this framework, and hence by definition its incompleteness, that we believe
makes it a good candidate on which to ground systems developers’ understanding
of the social, and to build links between the social and the technical. We consider it
a valuable exercise for our own research program to investigate as fully as possible
the ways in which Strauss’ theory can positively influence CSCW systems devel-
opment, both to move the field forward and to identify problems that can act as
springboards for further research. )
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We wish to stress here that Strauss is not the only candidate for this task, nor
does the task demand a sociological framework. Indeed, Nardi (1995) proposes
Activity Theory asabasis for studies of context in the HCI community. In a similar
vein, Shapiro (1994) proposes a set of core propositions drawn from many differ-
ent social science disciplines which he considers to be relevant to systems design.
Other related work is discussed below. Our work based on Strauss' theory should
be seen as complementary to these alternatives.

Strauss argues that the operative criterion by which his theory should be judged
isnot truth but usefulness. We take up Strauss' invitation to explore the usefulness
of histheory in relation to the actiong/interactions of cooperative work ensembles,
and for the purpose of informing CSCW systems development.

Strauss Theory of Actior/Interaction

While acknowledging that it is impossible to do justice to a lifetime of research
and theory evolution in a few short lines, we attempt here to summarize Strauss
(1993) main assumptions and concepts. There are two aspects of Strauss' work that
we wish to emphasize: first is the foundational notion of actiong/interactions; and
second is the related notion of social worlds, which we argue is central to the
understanding of actions within many cooperative work ensembles.

Actions and interactions (which are actions towards others) are pivotal con-
cepts. Actions are always embedded in interactions and in systems of meaning -
past, present and imagined future. Actions and interactions are carried out by one
or more interoctants. An interactant can be an individual, an aggregation of indi-
viduals or a collective, bringing a particular identity, biography and perspective to
an interaction. Interactants are able to shape and manage the interactional course
and systems of meaning by their actions.

Actions take place within the context of both direct and indirect structural con-
ditions which are able to change with time and/or in response to contingencies, and
which may either facilitate or hinder the interactional course. Thus, structural con-
ditions and actions/interactions mutually shape and evolve one another. Ultimately,
actions and interactions are directed at shaping various orders - spatial, temporal,
work, technological, informational, sentimental and moral.

Actions also have temporal dimensions, filled with "contingencies, changes of
projections and plans, even ... goals" (p. 32). Courses of interaction can be charac-
terized along a broad spectrum of dimensions, e.g., from being relatively routine to
relatively changeable and problematic. Even for routine interactions, it is likely
that contingencies will arise which "can bring about change in ... [an interactional
course's] duration, pace and even intent, which may alter the structure and process
of interaction” (p. 36).

Courses of interaction may be decomposed into sequences of connected actions.
When there are several participants in an interactional course, articulation or align-
ment of their respective actions (and/or perspectives, interpretations of shared



