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Abstract: Single-user applcations are designed with a ‘discretionary use’ model In
contrast, for large systems, upper management support 1s considered crucial to adoption
Which applies to groupware? The relatively low cost of groupware reduces high-level
visibility, but some argue that social dynamics will force mandated use—the large system
approach Interview studies of recently adopted on-ine meeting schedulers in two large
orgamizations found successful, near-universal use achieved without managernal
mandate Versatile functionality and ease of use associated with discretionary products
appeared to be factors leading to adoption Other factors included organization-wide
infrastructure and substantial peer pressure that developed over time

Introduction

Many groupware developers hope to emulate the success of individual productivity
software products such as word processors and spreadsheets The use of single-
user applications is often discretionary, and they are designed to appeal to
discretionary users. Even corporate purchasers who do not themselves use such a
product may consult users. Discretionary use and competition have led to emphasis
on ease of use and more functionality. In contrast, a large system built or tailored
for a specific setting has fewer resources for minor features and interface tuning,
and requires users to adjust more A large system has a range of users, not all of
whom may benefit from or like it. Studies of the introduction of large systems
invartably report that strong backing by upper management is critical to success.
Groupware lies between the two  Similarities to large systems include the need
to tailor to individual settings and the likelihood of mixed reactions by group
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members. It has been argued that groupware success will require mandated use.
On the other hand, the low (and downward-spiraling) cost of groupware gives it
less visibility in a large organization; it is unlikely that upper management will
become involved in promoting every groupware application or feature.

For example, Markus and Connolly (1990) examined social factors in the
adoption of groupware tools and concluded that mandated use or other top-down
measures appeared necessary for the use of these tools to reach ‘critical mass.” In a
widely-cited case of groupware adoption (Orlikowski, 1992), a high-level mandate
to use LOTUS NOTES received a mixed response, but use continued at Alpha Corp.

However, conflicting signs are present. An interesting aspect of Orlikowski’s
study is that the technical support staff, under no mandate to use NOTES, adopted it
successfully. Markus (1995) studied mandated use of electronic mail in one
organization and found that how email was used was highly discretionary and
varied. And of course the use of email often spreads without a high-level mandate,
although email is a risky application from which to generalize about groupware.

By examining factors that underlie cases of successful groupware adoption, our
study addresses the tension between the recognized importance of high-level
support for large system adoption and the lower visibility groupware can expect.

We examined collaborative meeting schedulers, applications with recent
successes that stand in contrast to early, documented failures. About 15 years ago,
commercial office systems began to provide meeting scheduling features with
electronic calendar applications. Computer-assisted meeting scheduling represented
an appealing technical solution to a clearly identified problem: People spend a lot of
time arranging and rearranging meetings. Nevertheless, 1t was difficult to find
successful use of the software, even in the development organizations and research
laboratories that produced the software and provided widespread access to 1t. In
fact, Grudin (1988) used meeting scheduling to illustrate several factors that
contribute to the lack of widespread adoption of some groupware applications.

Today, successful use is more widespread. Electronic meeting scheduling
occurs in environments very similar to those where it was not found a decade ago.
In this paper we review the findings of the mid-1980s, then describe two detailed
interview studies conducted in environments similar in many respects to those
examined a decade earlier, but where on-line meeting scheduling 1s now routine.

The settings we studied are not typical, and we do not claim that the software
will soon be universally adopted. Quite the contrary, the settings are special: they
are software development organizations. However, meeting scheduling was not
adopted in comparable settings a decade earlier. What has changed 1n the software
or in these environments that contributes to current use? What is the adoption
process? The actual or potential presence in other settings of such factors, once
identified, might signal the usefulness of this or other groupware and suggest
adoption processes to expect or encourage.



Meeting scheduling in 1985

By the early 1980s, many organizations had installed office systems that provided
word processing, spreadsheets, email, and on-line calendars. In settings in which
on-line calendars are widely available, the concept of computer-assisted meeting
scheduling issimple: A person scheduling a meeting identifies the participants and
the application checks each person's calendar, finds a time when everyone is free,
and schedules a meeting or issues invitations. The potential utility was clear: The
time spent scheduling and rescheduling meetings is substantial. Opportunities lost
through inefficiency in meeting scheduling had been identified (Ehrlich, 1987a)

However, a study conducted in a large organization that developed and marketed
an early electronic calendar identified factors that contributed to alack of use of the
meeting scheduling feature (Ehrlich, 1987a; 1987b; Grudin, 1988). Electronic
calendars were used as communication devices by executives, managers, and their
secretaries, but only by about one in four individual contributors. The latter, if they
kept any calendar at all, found portable paper calendars moie congenial—available
in meetings, for example. To maintain an on-line calendar would require more
work of individual contributors, but the direct beneficiaries would be the managers
and secretaries who called most meetings. In addition, although most employees
had computer access, not everyone in the organization was networked tightly
enough for the software to reach them. As a result, meetings were scheduled by
traditional methods, despite the presence of the software on everyone's desks.

Research papers at early CSCW conferences described new approaches to
meeting scheduling that did not fare much better. Woitass (1990) designed a
system to address the access problem. Based on adistributed agent architectuie, it
consulted the electronic calendars of those maintaining them and engaged other
users directly. Although atechnical success, Woitass reported that the system was
not used for much the same reason: It required work from those who did not see the
benefit of using it. Beard et al. (1990) developed a priority-based visual
calendaring system that performed well in controlled experiments, but in fidd tests
encountered a lange of problems, most notably a lack of integration with users'
desktop applications. In their presentation, they suggested that these applications
would become fully useful when portable computers eliminate some advantages of
paper calendars. Finally, a 1991 survey of groupware use was directed at Internet
distribution lists of "empirical researchers, system developers, and end-users of
CSCW products and systems" (Butterfield, Rathnam, and Whinston, 1993).
Respondents indicated that group calendaring systems were the most widely
available of 10 groupware technologies by a substantial margin, but werejudged to
be the least likely to have a significant impact.

Collaborative meeting schedulers are not unique in requiring additional work (in
this case calendar maintenance) from people who do not see a benefit in their use.
Most large systems and major applications face this challenge when introduced.



