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This paper investigates an important, yet under-researched topic in CSCW, namely 
shared, or common, information spaces. Precisely what is meant by this term, however, is 
not always obvious. We provide some background to work in the area, and then proceed 
to examine features of such spaces through examples. The work involved in both putting 
information in common, and in interpreting it, has often not been sufficiently recognized. 
We show how, in various ways, it often requires added work to place items in common, 
and open up the question of how this might affect use of the WWW, often seen as the 
ultimate common information space. While there is still a need for further elaboration of 
many dimensions of the concept, and linkage to related ideas, we believe that the issues 
raised by this exploration are of importance to the CSCW field. 

1. Introduction 

One of the distinguishing features of the CSCW field over the years has been the 
continuing effort expended on understanding the nature of cooperative work, the 
sociality of work, with a view to assisting in the design of genuinely "supportive" 
computer-based information systems. In its attempts to achieve this goal, the field 
has embraced a variety of disciplines, conceptual frameworks and methodologies. 
Whilst not all members of the CSCW community share similar perspectives or ap­
proaches, the field as a whole has been shaped by a number of core ideas, e.g the 
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work of Strauss (1993) on actions/interactions in social worlds, and the importance 
of "articulation work", Suchman's work (1987) on "situated action", Flores and 
Winograd (1986) on "language as action", and the work of Schmidt and Simone 
(1995) on "coordination mechanisms" have become important frameworks for dis­
cussing key CSCW issues, irrespective of the position one takes on the efficacy or 
utility of these particular viewpoints. 

In this paper, we analyse another key concept which we believe to be of central 
importance in CSCW, namely the construction, use and maintenance of what we 
call a common information space (CIS) among people performing cooperative 
work. Through the use of several examples, we examine features of this space, and 
attempt to construct an outline framework within which to discuss issues of 
collaboration and sharing of information among actors. Our efforts are aimed at 
pointing to interesting differences in the way in which people, artifacts and settings 
are brought together in order to accomplish work in different settings. Thus the 
concept of a CIS is not put forward as another loose abstraction, but rather as a 
potentially useful construct that may help in elucidating important aspects of 
cooperative work activity. Key features of our analysis of CISs include: the 
seemingly dialectical nature of these spaces, the frequent need for additional effort 
in order to put, or use, information "in common", the need for both closure and 
openness in representations, their simultaneous portability and immutability, etc. 

The structure of the paper is as follows: In Section 2 we provide an outline of 
the CIS concept. In Section 3 we relate this conceptualisation to earlier discussions 
on aspects of this theme in the CSCW literature, and connect these discussions to a 
number of other important topics that have surfaced amongst researchers studying 
the boundaries between people, technology and work settings. In Section 4 we re­
turn to more extended examples of these information spaces, which align some of 
the apparently contradictory findings concerning the nature of shared information 
spaces by demonstrating the dialectical nature of these spaces, before concluding 
the paper. 

2. Putting information in common 

Ever since the founding of the CSCW field, there have been debates as to the fun­
damental nature of cooperative work, e.g., whether all work is not, ultimately, co­
operative, or whether the term denotes a specific form of work (Bannon & 
Schmidt, 1991). While we do not wish to re-visit this debate here, we wish to note 
that in any cooperative work situation, there is a need for some form of 
communication or information sharing between actors, implicit or explicit, in order 
to ascertain what features of the work are of note in that specific situation. Exactly 
what constitutes this "information space" is not agreed. For some, it simply refers 
to information, events, or objects that are tangible, external, "out there" in the 
world, that can be described extensively. For others, the "space" necessarily 
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involves an interpretative component - the meaning of the terms or objects are not 
simply "given", but require an effort of interpretation on the part of the human 
actors who inhabit this space. It is this latter view which we emphasize here. Thus, 
to the extent that multiple actors can construct and maintain a common information 
space, they are able to articulate their work, and thus perform cooperative work. 

Common information spaces come in many forms. They are in some cases con­
stituted for people that are co-present in time and space, whereas in other situations 
they are distributed across time and space boundaries, and the mechanisms used to 
support "holding in common" the information varies accordingly. The nature of 
these CISs vary depending on the work context. Thus, in the case of a physically 
shared workspace, due to the common work setting and exposure to the same work 
environment, actors are able to cooperate with each other, both in the production 
and reception of utterances and information, without having to resort to extended 
descriptions or elaborated codes, due to their understanding of the shared context 
within which they work. Thus in this setting, there is little additional effort required 
to construct and use the CIS. On the other hand, in distributed work settings, there 
is a much greater need for refining and "packaging" information into a meaningful 
context, in order to maximise the likelihood that the intent of the message is 
received appropriately, and the recipient is also required to expend some effort in 
order to "unpack" this information, and hopefully be able to re-create the context of 
its transmission. Note that we are not arguing for some notion of perfect 
information transmission here, as we do not believe such a concept makes sense 
within human activities, rather we wish to draw attention to the myriad of ways in 
which people struggle to make sense of each other, through drawing on cues from 
the work setting in order to understand each other. At this juncture, it is also 
important to point out that, while we are focusing on the need for CISs in this 
paper, there is also an equally important need to clarify the role of private and 
bounded spaces in cooperative work situations. In an important paper, Clement and 
Wagner (1995) provide an insightful overview of exactly this topic, developing "a 
conceptual framework which allows us to construct rich representations of "sharing 
and access" within and in between communities of practice". We will return to their 
work in several places in this text. 

Most discussions of shared spaces in CSCW have tended to confine themselves 
to situations in 'real-time', or near real-time. Our conceptualization of CISs how­
ever extends to situations where information is entered into a database at one point 
in time and subsequently accessed by others, perhaps months or even years later. In 
what sense can we characterize this situation as a CIS? In our view, the reason is 
because both the producer and the receiver consciously make an effort to 
understand each other's context - of production and use, so that even though the 
efforts may be distributed over time and space, there is a form of communication, 
of "putting in common", going on in such activity. One major difference between 
such file use activities and those in the shared workspaces example mentioned 
earlier is that in the file example there is a more explicit attempt to "package" aspects 


