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Abstract: Despite the substantial corpus of research concerned with the design and 
development of media space, the virtual workplace has failed to achieve its early promise. 
In this paper, we suggest that a number of problems which have arisen with the design 
and deployment of media space, derive from their impoverished concept of collaborative 
work. Drawing from our own studies of video connectivity, coupled with analyses of work 
and interaction in real-world settings, we consider ways in which we might reconfigure 
media space in order to provide more satisfactory support for collaboration in 
organisational environments 

[The future of the telephone will mean]...nothing less than a reorganisation of society — a 
state of things in which every individual, however secluded, will have at call every other 
individual in the community, to the saving of no end of social and business complications, of 
needless goings to and fro, of disappointments, delays, and a countless host of great and little 
evils and annoyances which go so far under present conditions to make life laborious and 
unsatisfactory. (Scientific American, 1880 p.16) 

That's a funny kind of thing, in which each new object becomes the occasion for seeing again 
what we see anywhere; seeing people's nastinesses or goodnesses and all the rest, when they do 
this initially technical job of talking over the phone. The technical apparatus is, then, being 
made at home with the rest of our world. And that's a thing that's routinely being done, and 
it's the source for the failures of technocratic dreams that if only we introduced some fantastic 
new communication machine the world will be transformed. Where what happens is that the 
object is made at home in the world that has whatever organisation it already has. 

(Sacks, 1972 [1992] p. 548) 
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1. Introduction 
In recent years we have witnessed the emergence of a growing body of research 
concerned with 'media space'. Both in Europe and North America, a number of 
laboratories have established audio-visual and computing networks which allowed 
individuals in distinct physical locations to communicate with each other both 
visually and vocally. So, for example, at PARC a video window was established 
which provided scientists with audio-visual access to a common area in a related 
laboratory in Portland (Olson and Bly, 1991). A similar videowindow facility was 
established at Bellcore (Fish, et al., 1990). Elsewhere, at EuroPARC in 
Cambridge, and at the University of Toronto, audio-visual infrastructures were 
developed which allowed individuals to scan and search various offices, form links 
colleagues based in other locations, and establish long term connections, often 
called 'office shares' (Gaver, et al., 1992; Mantei, et al., 1991). 

In many cases these technologies were deployed in order to encourage informal 
communication between personnel and enhance collaborative work. It was hoped 
that these new technologies could go 'beyond being there' (Hollan and Stornetta, 
1992). These various media spaces became increasingly sophisticated as additional 
facilities were added. For example, individuals were provided with the possibility 
of receiving multiple images of different domains so that could remain 'aware' of 
colleagues throughout the workplace, and, in some cases, auditory signals were 
added which could warn people of upcoming events and encounters (Dourish and 
Bly, 1992). Despite the extraordinary effort which has been directed towards 
research in media space, the energy and excitement seems to be on the wane, and 
we are still no nearer to actually deploying a usable and used media space within a 
'real world' organisational environment. 

In this paper we wish to suggest that the growing concern with media spaces to 
provide a 'working' environment derives from underlying assumptions or 
presuppositions concerning interaction and collaboration within the workplace. In 
particular, the principle concern in media space research with supporting (mediated) 
face-to-face communication, has inadvertently undermined its ability to reliably 
support collaborative work. Our growing recognition of the shortcomings of media 
space and the need to rethink the domain it aims to support, derives from a wide 
range of research concerning the nature of collaborative work. This includes: 

• Naturalistic observations of the use of a media space (EuroPARC's in-house 
system; Heath and Luff, 1992b). 

• Naturalistic studies of work, interaction, and technology in a range of 
organisational settings (Greatbatch, et al., 1993; Heath and Luff, 1992a; 
Heath, et al., 1995; Luff and Heath, 1993). 

• Experimental studies aimed at extending the design of media spaces by 
providing multiple views of the remote space (Gaver, et al., 1993; Heath, et 
al., in press). 
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By drawing on this work, and the work of others, we consider the problems 
with the ways media spaces are currently conceived and configured. In considering 
these problems, we focus on the prevalence of the face-to-face view as the basis for 
most existing systems. Finally, we briefly consider an alternative conception of 
collaborative work and outline its implications for media space technologies. 

2. The Informal Turn 
With the best of intentions, one of the motivations which drove the development of 
media space within a number of laboratories derived from the growing recognition 
that the informal organisation of the workplace was an important if not critical 
aspect of collaborative work. It was argued in particular that 'informal sociability', 
passing conversations and the like provided the gel to the organisation, and the 
means through which decisions are made and work gets done. In the scientific 
domain it was suggested that some of the most innovative ideas and work derived 
from informal conversations which happened to arise around the work place, often 
in areas such as lunch rooms, coffee lounges or common rooms (cf. Fish, et al., 
1990; Kraut, et al., 1990). At EuroPARC, for example, where the office building 
straddles three floors and inevitably reduces the possibility for informal contact 
between particular scientists, it was felt that an audio-visual infrastructure could 
provide a virtual environment which allows personnel to be 'aware' of each other, 
and provided opportunities for 'unmotivated encounters'; that is chance meetings 
and conversations. At EuroPARC, various devices were built into the media space 
to facilitate awareness and informal contact, whilst of course being careful to 
preserve a sense of privacy amongst the personnel. A similar emphasis on 
'informal sociability' permeated the development of other media spaces, not 
surprisingly at PARC, but also at Bellcore, the University of Toronto, and to a 
lesser extent perhaps at Hewlett Packard (UK) (Abel, 1990; Gale, 1994; Gaver, et 
al., 1992; Kraut, et al., 1990; Mantei, et al., 1991). 

It was an inspired and sophisticated decision to deploy a technology within the 
workplace to support the informal rather than formal organisation. At EuroPARC, 
individuals were provided with cameras and monitors in their offices and within 
public domains which, through a complex computing infrastructure, supported 
awareness, context, and conversation. It was assumed correctly, that most users 
would simply place the camera and monitor on their desk close to their workstation, 
and thereby be able to see and establish contact with colleagues. At EuroPARC and 
elsewhere, it was largely taken for granted that the access that one would like of the 
other(s) was to see their face, their head and shoulders. In consequence, in almost 
in media spaces, it has become the practice to provide 'users' with a (mediated) face 
to face view of each other. In some cases, it was assumed that if users need an 


