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Abstract: Conventions are an important part of articulation work. They are a means to
merge the various perspectives and workstyles that are involved in handling shared
objects in CSCW. We report on convention use with a groupware system used in a
government ministry. Our findings suggest that defining, establishing, and following
conventions is aided by the visibility of other people's activities using the system. We
describe a prototype that supports users in maintaining conventions by providing
awareness facilities and an overview for shared objects.

Introduction

A groupware system, such as a shared workspace, is a social environment.
People’s actions do not occur in isolation; changes to shared documents and to
file structures are not independent, and actions can, in fact, have adverse
consequences for others. If someone removes a document from a shared
workspace, renames a document, or rearranges files into new subdirectories, then
others may have problems locating the documents.

Any cooperative activity involves reconciling individual work styles to achieve
common procedures and representations (Gerson and Star, 1986; Schmidt and
Bannon, 1992). Though shared workspace members may be spatially distributed,
their actions do not occur in a vacuum, and even the simplest procedure often
involves negotiations among group members. Conventions are a means to merge
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objects. We consider conventions for a groupware system to be rules or
arrangements established in the group, common and accessible to its members,
that users need in order to cooperate effectively with the system. While
conventions may include social protocols, i.e. common rules for behavioral
interaction such as speaking turns, we concentrate on those that are based on
explicit agreements on common procedures for using system functionality.

We examined the role of conventions with real users in the POLITeam project.
PoLiTeam is a groupware system designed to supplement paper work processes
with electronic work processes in a government ministry. The larger aim is to
support telecooperation between Bonn and Berlin as the German government
relocates. The main tools that PoLiTeam offers are a shared workspace and
electronic circulation folders (Prinz and Kolvenbach, 1996). An already existing
groupware system (LinkWorks!) was chosen and adapted to specific user and
situation requirements. The system has been installed since January, 1995. For
further information, see Klockner et al., (1995), and Mambrey et al., (1996).

This study began as a result of a workshop discussion with the design team and
users in June, 1996, during which the users reported that a major requirement for
them was establishing conventions for the system use. Some examples of
conventions that the users cited at the workshop as necessary were: naming
conventions for documents (e.g. by creator vs. content and semantics); storing old
and current documents; shared task processes (document changes, access rights,
storage, editing, ownership, producing new documents, and document type); and
substitution rules (when a workspace member is absent). Our users considered
obligation to be a key word for conventions to make cooperation possible.

Conventions with Shared Objects

The standard approach taken in CSCW-systems is best characterized by the
notion of a shared object?. A shared object gives a group of users access to
common information together with facilities to manipulate the data. However, in
an organizational work arrangement the same piece of data is subject to different
specialized activities, opinions, perspectives and interests (see e.g. Star and
Griesemer, 1989). According to Schmidt and Bannon (1992), cooperative work
occurs when people are mutually dependent in their work; the role of systems
support thus becomes far more complex than simply distributing the control or
access points of the common data. Cooperative work involves setting procedures
for coordinating a number of subtasks when using shared objects. This

! LinkWorks™ 15 a groupware product by Digital.

2 We use the term “shared object” to distingwish 1t from the term “common artifact” (e.g. Robinson, 1993) to
denote 1t as an object void of properties that are attnibuted to common artifacts, e.g. overview, peripheral
awareness, etc.
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articulation work forms the necessary overhead of coordination and cannot be
prescribed formally in terms of task procedures; rather, a key characteristic of it is
the continual flexibility in response to unanticipated changes and developments
(Gerson and Star, 1986). One aspect of articulation work is establishing
conventions so that the group can reach a shared understanding about the common
usage of a shared object. The agreements must be consistent among users, yet
robust and flexible enough to adapt and evolve, in response to local contingencies.

Individuals need to be aware of the activities of others in using a shared object
to help them accommodate their own work styles to others in the group. Rogers
(1993) reports on the use of conventions for managing files: group members
checked out files by using a whiteboard in a common office as a mediating
mechanism; each persons activities were visible to the group. The convention
enabled the group members to adjust their own work practices as they became
aware of others actions. Whereas Rogers' example illustrates explicit
dissemination of awareness information, awareness may also result from implicit
means, e.g. monitoring others' use of common objects (Heath and Luff, 1992;
Hughes et al, 1992).

In addition to peripheral awareness, Robinson (1993) proposes other functional
design considerations that address the multidimensional nature of shared object
work: 1) the usage, function, and purpose of a shared object have to be clear and
predictable, 2) a shared object must provide an overview; its presentation should
convey its current state of use clearly, and 3) shared objects should include a
dimension to account for both explicit and implicit communication.

Awareness information can complement and enhance these functional
dimensions. First, it can enhance an object's predictability; it can help users to
extrapolate an object's function in various circumstances by making its usage
visible. This is sufficient according to Fischer (1991); a model of a system need
not be technically accurate, but instead should be functional and fit for a purpose.
Second, providing awareness information, e.g. the chronological usage of an
object, can give an overview. With an overview, conventions can be formed
around local contingencies: e.g. if adocument is six months old, then file it in the
archive. Third, awareness can complement the double level language facility of a
shared object, by making salient "intuitive" access points for communication. For
example, a system can provide facilities for clicking on a workspace member's
icon to initiate a videoconference. If one seesthat another is removing a document
from a shared folder, then this can be a catalyst for informing the other of a
broken convention. Thus, both awareness and multidimensionality in the design
of shared objects can support conventions for an objects' use.

Awareness can be further qualified in terms of:

» Reliability: The dissemination of awareness information of the shared object
needs to be clear and reliable. In Rogers' example, the convention functioned



