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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 1n 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 1n 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 1nhabit 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 1s also an equally important need to clarify the role of private and
bounded spaces 1n 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 1n 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 1s 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 1s
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 n 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
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of the context with the information, in an effort to ensure that in future use
situations, the rationale for the original information is apparent. Of course, there is
no way in which one can guarantee that this will be the case, but it does mean that
the context of the production of information affects its form. Thus in cooperative
work situations (defined as such even in the absence of a second actor “in the
flesh”, so to speak, but existing through the medium of their packaged information)
we find situations where CISs are both open and closed - in a word, they have a
dialectical nature. As we examine different settings, we will attempt to illustrate this
dialectical nature of CISs, emphasizing on the one hand the open and malleable role
of a CIS within a community of practice; as exemplified in the shared workspace
concept, and, on the other, the role of CISs as boundary objects, packaged and
being turned into immutables to allow for sharing across contexts and communities
of practice, and over time, as in the filing system example. While this discussion
may seem overly esoteric and, at first glance, of little relevance to ordinary CSCW
system design, we hope to show through illustrative examples below how such
ideas can assist us in understanding and constructing common information spaces.
Let us first assess what aspects of CISs have been noted in the literature to date,
before proceeding with our elaborations on the concept.

3. Dimensions of CISs - Links to earlier work

Perhaps one of the most detailed attempts to explicate the nature of this concept
appears in Schmidt & Bannon (1992), following on from their earlier discussion of
“shared information spaces”l in Bannon & Schmidt (1989, 1991), where they dis-
cuss common information spaces as an alternative mechanism to procedural or
workflow-type arrangements that could support cooperative work:

.. the construction and management of what we term a “common information space” has, in
our view, been somewhat neglected, despite 1ts critical importance for the accomplishment of
many distnbuted work activities Here the focus 1s on how people in a distributed setting can
work cooperatively in a common information space - 1.e. by maintaining a central archive of
organizational information with some level of ‘shared’ agreement as to the meaning of this
information (locally constructed), despite the marked differences concerning the ongins and con-
text of these information 1tems. The space is constituted and maintained by different actors
employing different conceptualizations and multiple decision making strategies, supported by
technology. Schmidt & Bannon (1992)

Schmidt & Bannon note that this space does not simply consist of objects,
events, e.g. in a shared database, but also crucially involves the joint interpretation
of these objects and events by the actors involved :

Cooperative work 1s not facilitated simply by the provision of a shared database, but requires

the active construction by the participants of a common information space where the meanings

' While oniginally, in Bannon & Schmidt 1991, we referred to “shared information spaces”, we
subsequently shifted to talking of “common” spaces as 1t lessened the connotations associated
with the word “shanng” - and indicates the transient and instrumental aspects of people having
information “in common”.
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of the shared objects are debated and resolved, at least locally and temporarily Objects must

thus be interpreted and assigned meaning, meanings that are achieved by specific actors on

specific occasions of use Schmidt & Bannon (1992)

They discuss in more detail the issues surrounding the interpretation work that is
required by the actors in order to construct common meanings. They indicate possi-
ble problems that may occur in the subsequent interpretation of information by
others where the origins of the information, in terms of the person or system that
constructed it, or aspects of the context within which the information was
produced, may not be available to other actors in the space. In such situations, the
intended meaning of the information may not be apparent to the new user, as the
information objects typically do not record the originator of the information, nor the
context of its creation. Examples of situations where this lack of contextual
information can be important are also given. Crucially, the paper also distinguishes
a variety of work settings, and shows how the work involved to make these
information spaces cohere for the actors involved can be radically different in
different settings. We will return to this point later in the paper.

The problems encountered when different groups of people are involved in the
production and maintenance of an information space extending over time and space
have surfaced in a number of quite disparate studies concerning the relation between
people and technology, many of which have not been conducted by people in the
CSCW field. Within the field of social studies of science and technology, the
problems of “alignment” of human and technical actors has been noted, and the way
artefacts both shape and are shaped by the actor networks within which they partici-
pate (Callon, 1991).% The work of Leigh Star and others on the concept of
“boundary objects”, and that of Latour and colleagues on the creation of “immutable
mobiles”, both can be viewed as being concerned with how communities develop
means for sharing items in a common information space. For example, based on a
study of a zoological museum, its creation, use and representations, Star &
Griesemer (1989) introduce the concept of boundary objects characterising common
intellectual tools, which play the role of containers and carriers:

both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and constraints of the several parties employing
them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites. They are weakly struc-
tured in common use, and become strongly structured in individual site-use. Like a blackboard,

a boundary object 'sits in the middle' of a group of actors with divergent viewpoints (Star &

Griesemer, 1989, p 46).

The ordering and registration of the animals in the museum is one example of a
boundary object, a map is another. They are both there to be used by all users of the
museum, though these users use the boundary objects in very different ways. As
we shall see, discussions of boundary objects can be a vehicle for further studies of
common information spaces across organizational boundaries.Understanding how

2 The valdity of the actor-network framework 1s not our concern here, simply to note that some of the
work done under its rubnic 1s of relevance to our current concerns about the development of
common 1nformation spaces
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people work together in networked communities is another area of investigation that
has relevance for our discussions here. The concept of “community of practice” de-
veloped by Lave & Wenger (1991) to indicate the learning and working environ-
ment(s) in which most people work has important implications for the kinds of
shared spaces that we might wish to develop for particular purposes. Whether we
are moving information within or between communities of practice becomes of cen-
tral concern. Robinson and Bannon (1991), within the CSCW field, explore some
of the difficulties that can occur in sharing representations across different commu-
nities. While their paper discusses these issues in the context of systems develop-
ment methodologies and practices, the problems noted pervade almost any distribu-
ted cooperative work setting where there is a requirement for the maintenance of
some shared understanding of objects, events, information etc. within an informa-
tion space peopled by actors from different communities of practice. Biicher et al.
(in preparation), propose that whereas Lave and Wenger’s concept of “community
of practice” is useful in studying what in Bannon and Robinson’s terms is called a
semantic community, it may be helpful to seek inspiration from actor-network
theory and Star's “boundary objects” concept when investigating situations where
objects move across semantic boundaries. This is due to the fact that both the active
construction by the participants of a common information space - where the mean-
ings of the shared objects are debated and resolved - and boundary crossing of ob-
jects between semantic communities, often are very closely interlinked. As Biicher,
Gill, Mogensen and Shapiro explain:
We are therefore drawn to some parallels with the application of 'actor-network theory' to the
study of science (. ) There too, there is a concern with the way in which the resources of a
process - people, machines, materials are mobilized, and with the way that the outcomes are
sometimes simplified as 'punctuations' which realise a particular form of summation of a net-
work's activity (..) This can often be as texts or what Latour ( ) terms ''"mmutable mobules' -
artefacts which hold stable the intractable and heterogenous matenals from which they were
composed, and which can be conveyed, collated, compared. We consider that the intimate en-
gagement of an ongoing work process 1s better understood as a community of practice, whereas
an actor-network approach can be helpful in understanding the hand-offs and translations which

are also a natural feature of the work Crudely a punctuation can be a point of closure for a situ-
ated practice - albeit sometimes a local and temporary one, requiring maintenance and repair.

It is this tension between the need for openness and malleability of information
on the one hand, and, on the other, the need for some form of closure, to allow for
forms of translation and portability between communities, that we believe charac-
terises the nature of common information spaces, and leads to difficulties in their
characterisation. CISs are both open and closed - in a word, they have a dialectical
nature. As an example, Bgdker (in preparation a) discusses the development of
“portable contexts” of representations for systems development (Brown & Duguid,
1994). The context of use is continuously changing, in a dialectical relationship
with the practice emerging in the borderland between various communities of prac-
tice. These issues of translation, closure, contexts, portability, etc. relate directly to
aspects of Latour’s (1987,1990) analyses concerning the construction of
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“immutable mobiles”. Again, we are dealing with the problem of maintaining and
preserving some shared interpretation or representation, artefact, across divides of
space, time and culture. The work of Clement and Wagner (1995) on fragmentation
and regionalisation of communication spaces and their implications for the possi-
bilities of shared communication is also quite pertinent, (although the concepts of
CISs and communication spaces, while overlapping heavily, are not, in our view,
identical). They also pay attention to the issue of boundaries - “greater attention
must be paid to questions of boundary management - especially who is within (and
outside) the space for particular types of communication.” As a result, they recog-
nize that “..there should be technical facilities for allowing participants to erect,
shift, blur, harden, dissolve, and strengthen the boundaries to communication
spaces.”

Having now reviewed some of the literature relating to the CIS concept, we
plunge ahead with our elaboration of the concept in the next Section.

4. Articulating dimensions of CISs

No representation ..... is either complete or permanent. Rather any description is
a snapshot of historical processes in which differing viewpoints, local
contingencies and multiple interests have been temporarily reconciled.

Gerson and Star (1986)

In this paper we describe how differing viewpoints, local contingencies and multi-
ple interests are temporarily reconciled in the actual construction of a CIS; how
information items may be supplied with some kind of portable context; how local
contexts are re-established based on the unpacking of the information from other
contexts of use; and how, as a consequence, information items can maintain their
open and malleable character in local contexts. We propose that most common
information spaces have two aspects: perceived as the working material of a com-
munity of practice, the CIS is open, malleable and interpretable, and a number of
concerns, as exemplified by studies on centres of coordination, are highly relevant.
At the same time, creating closures of various kinds - punctuations - is an equally
valid perspective, suggesting a perspective on the common information space as
boundary object (Star), border resource (Brown & Duguid), or immutable mobile
(Latour). It is the interplay between these two perspectives that can help illuminate
the nature of common information spaces.

We find further inspiration from Giddens (1990) who discusses organizations
which have been delegated a certain area of societal competence which is not a part
of the everyday competence of the rest of us. For such an organization it is
extremely important not to reveal the complexity and ambiguity of
phenomena/decisions “frontstage” -i.e. their operations and activities are accessible
and visible to users. From the viewpoint of the organization, it is important that
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procedures are not only carried out correctly, but are clearly seen to be so, from the
outside. This frontstage side of organizations in many cases puts an emphasis on
closures and immutability whereas “backstage” the perspective of the CIS as open
and malleable often makes more sense. In what follows we will use a number of
examples to illustrate how common information spaces are constituted rather
differently in different organizations, at the same time as there are interestingly
similar patterns: In many cases, this is indeed a result of a trade-off between the
concerns for openness and malleability on the one hand and for closure on the
other. We will specifically look at the work required both to leave an information
space malleable and open, and to create these necessary closures so as to transform
the information into something that is immutable and ready to “travel” across
boundaries of communities of practice.

4.1. Creating a CIS - within a shared workspace

In our first set of cases, work arrangements have evolved to produce complex
centres of coordination (e.g. Suchman, 1993, Goodwin & Goodwin, 1996) where
several people and artefacts are physically co-located, with shared reources, in real-
time, and jointly handle the large number of complex interweaved tasks involved.
In the airline operations room described by Goodwin & Goodwin, Suchman and
others, the CIS is constituted by the representations of objects and events depicted
on screens, charts, etc., spoken out loud in the room, etc. Many of the objects
referred to are “out there” as planes, gates and such to be inspected through various
more or less structured means. This is combined with complex sheets and other
more specialized coordination devices. The common information space is shaped by
reading out loud, by shared access to gate monitors etc. Goodwin & Goodwin
(1996) emphasize how this common information space allows for different readings
based on the purpose of the activity, and that the openness of access is important.
In this example the common information space is open and situated, with the
participants being able to make interpretations based on their shared physical
context. Here, there is a need for as rich a common information space as possible,
as the ever changing conditions may require modifications to established
procedures, and any such changes require coordination across the set of activities
being performed. In such situations, we find numerous examples of complex
human coordination patterns, involving “looking over each other’s shoulder”,
peripheral awareness, joint monitoring of status screens, broadcast announcements,
etc., all intended to ensure that the group as a whole is aware of the current sttuation
and monitoring the unfolding events. In such a situation, members of the team do
not have the time to package their information in particular ways, but have to as-
sume that others can interpret events correctly due to the massively shared context
that exists in this work setting. This kind of work arrangement is one where the im-
portance remains with an open and malleable CIS, and where parties outside the
center of coordination has very limited access to, and interest in this CIS.
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4.2 Constructing CISs when cooperating at a distance

In many situations, however, work is organized differently. There is a physical
separation between workers, a rigid division of labour, more limited access to
shared "material" and regulated procedures to package information and control its
movement to selected people in the line. Such awork arrangement is characterized
by the assumption that access to an open, malleable and shared information space is
unnecessary because of the division of work, etc. Such organizational arrangements
characterize, in Weberian terms, a bureaucracy, where the openness and
malleability of the information have been minimised, and thus the information can
pass to other groups working within the bureaucracy with a minimum of
interpretative work (though work is still required, inevitably). In this situation,
people are cooperating at "arm's length" (Schmidt & Bannon, 1992) and do not
have the ability to clarify interpretations of information, asin situations such as air
traffic control rooms or other coordinauon centres where people are co-located.

As an example, at the local branch of the Danish National Labour Inspection
Service (AT), a centralized computer system (VIRK) is applied to record the
interaction of AT with companies (see BOdker 1993). Visits to work sites aswell as
correspondence with companies are recorded, and various materials can be
extracted, ranging from lists of specific types of companies within a geographical
zone to lists of which recommendations and demands the AT has sent to a specific
company. The underlying filing system is intended to support later retrival of in-
formation about particular companies for the organization as such. The files of in-
teraction constitutes the organizational record of past cases and procedures, the
retrieval of which is supported by VIRK. At the same time, there are limited possi-
bilities, in the system, for the inspectors to maintain work material for the handling
of aparticular case, an issue that will be discussed in 4.3. However, whenever an
inspector opens a case, he looks at the information that is available about previous
encounters with the company: inspections made by himself, perhaps years earlier,
or by somebody else. Whenever he closes a case he needs to be concerned with
how the material may be used in later encounters with the particular company. At
the same time he has no way of knowing what the purpose of this future case or
encounter may be, and what information could potentially be vital at this later stage.
Thus, akey concern here is with the active nature of the understanding process on
the part of the participants. Without an understanding of the different contexts in
which information is produced and potentialy the different concerns of the origina-
tor, the receiver, asin this case alabour inspector, isliable to make incorrect infer-
ences as to the meaning of the "shared" information. But the important point is to
realize that one cannot just produce acommon information space, that it does not
automatically appear as the result of developing a common dictionary of terms and
objects, asthe meanings of these terms and objects must till be determined locally
and temporally. In the labour inspection, what is considered serious offences and
work hazards have changed dramatically over even relative short time spans. The



