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We have considered the role of workplace studies from the CSCW literature which are
intended to inform system design and implementation. We present a critique of these
studies, categorised.according to which phase of the design process they most inform,
and discuss the tensions between providing explanatory accounts and usable design
recommendations, the pressures on fieldworkers to provide both, the purposes different

approaches serve, and the transition from fieldwork to system design.
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Introduction

Workplace studies intended to ir;lform,system design have become increasingly
prominent in computer supported‘;cooperative work (CSCW). Their primary role is
to convey the importance of the sociality of work by shedding light on the complex
actions and interactions that occur. Every workplace setting is unique and this is
reflected in the interpretations of formal and informal work practices in various
studies. But how effective is the field study approach for informing design? Is it
desirable, practical, useful and economical for a workplace study to be carried out
ab initio every time a CSCW system is to be developed or introduced into an
organisation? Or is it now possible for the findings and insights gained from these
disparate studies to be consolidated and generalised for application to other work
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quantitative axis concerning the kinds'of data under consideration; secondly, the
extent of situatedness to be found‘i‘n the study. These axes are of course continua
rather than dichotomies: therexare both 'semi-experimental’ studies in real work
settings using a hybrid of quahtanve and quantitative methods and there are studies
using qualitative methods i m sem1 -sitiated environments.

I
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Work studies and speciﬁc design guidelines

[N o e e
One of the precepts;of ethnographically oriented workplace studies, and part of the
rationale for favouring such-approaches over more experimental methods, is that
every work environment is unique, work practices are highly situated, and specific
design solutions are needed. for specific situations. Papers describing design
guidelines for specific systems (as opposed to general design recommendations)
may therefore be expected to constitute the largest of our categories.

However, such detailed desngn guidelines are typically absent from the standard
format of CSCW conference or Joumal papers, which tend to offer a description of
a case study, followed by an 1mphcanons for system design’ section at the end of
the paper in which a number 'of highly generalisable or semi-intuitive
recommendations are made. Itiis not our aim to devalue these findings - what may
appear to be commonsensical requ1res the validation of studies undertaken in the
context of use, and 1nev1tably not all _partners in a design team will share an
understanding of how ‘commonsense’ relates to CSCW. The question is why so
few ethnographic studies result in specific design guidelines.

The growth in the number jof projects involving liaison between academic
researchers and industrial partners may suggest some reasons. Although
researchers conducting field studies for an industrial partner often produce design
guidelines for an intended specific system, they may meet a number of obstacles in
delivering their findings to.ajwider audience, thus accounting for the apparerit
dearth of such studies. Recent funding initiatives in the UK often require the main
consortium partners to be from industry, and one of the main purposes of research
is now considered to be generation of revenue. This militates against basic research
which has no obvious application, but,also makes dissemination of findings from
industry/academia partnerships more: difficult as commercial sensitivity of
information is paramcunt for projects aiming to find a competitive advantage in the
marketplace. Publication of .accounts of workplace studies may therefore be
inhibited by the industrial vetting process. Specific design guidelines are more
likely to be restricted to confidential internal reports with only high level findings
being published in the CSCW literature. By the time that specific design guidelines
can be made public, generally when the'system is in use or commercially available,
findings may be of less interest. ‘Researchers may also meet resistance from other
parts of the team, such as sales, finance or marketing departments, who feel that
various design inputs are inappropriate, or too expensive to implement. Once design
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guidelines are offered there is a focus for disagreements, factions may surface
within the team, and mgor recommendations can be overturned, ignored or diluted.

Within the CSCW literature selected for this paper, sudies which resulted in the
most pecific sysem requirements describe workplace studies supplemented by
other methods (Streitz etal., 1994; Tang & Isaacs, 1993) and asthe main objective
o these two projects was to develop a prototype, it is not surprising that their
emphasis is on specific design. Examples of specific design guidelines may be
found in other sources, where the emphasis is more on technical issues than their
genesis. For instance, lan Rogers (1995) describes a 'to do' list on a tool to
support the process of complex dectronic systems design by asdesperson. The 'to
do' ligt guides the user to a correctly congructed design artefact by dlowing any
sequence of changes rather than imposing a pre-ordained sequence. If the changes
introduce errors or mean that certain requirements have not been met a short
description appears as an aide-mémoire. This is a specific design feature,
implemented in a prototype, which is an outcome of findings from workplace
studies which showed that the sales team Smultaneoudy capture requirements and
design the equipment in the customer's presence and they do not want to be
hindered by a sysem which constrains their existing methods of working.
However, the fact that this desgn festure was implemented as a result of the
designer's cregtive response to the workplace sudy is not mentioned in the paper.
It is difficult to ascertain how many other Smilar examples exist, in which the
relationship between specific design features and the workplace gudy isinvisbleto
those outside the project. But this example is dso a demonstration of how a
designer interprets the genera findings of a workplace study through reading
internd reports and discussions with the researcher rather than being presented with
a gpecific desgn guiddine which they then implement.

The paucity of papers detailing specific design guidelines can therefore be
attributed to the lack of reported research which has developed to the stage of a
system prototype (see figure 1) and to the congtraints within which researchers
working with indudtria partners operate. It does not congtitute enough evidence for
the assertion that workplace studies do not produce specific design guiddines; itis
more likely that our selection of CSCW literature hasfalled to capture paperswhich
fdl into this category, either because they are published e sawhere or because they
do not make clear the provenance of described design features.

Work studies and general design recommendations

One of the grengths of an ethnographic goproach isthat detailed analyses of work
can provide rich materid on which to ground general design recommendations
which are publishable and therefore more potentidly influentid than specific design
guidelines. This category of papers hasthe highest output and the presentation of



