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Abstract. One way to gain a principled understanding of computer-mediated
communication (CMC) use in the wild is to consider the properties of the communication
medium, the usage practices, and the social context in which practices are situated. We
describe the adoption and use of a novel, chat-like system called BABBLE. Drawing on
interviews and conversation logs from a 6-month field study of six different groups at
IBM Corporation (USA), we examine the ways in which the technical properties of the
system enable particular types of communicative practices such as waylaying and
unobtrusive broadcast. We then consider how these practices influence (positively or
negatively) the adoption trajectones of the six deployments.

Introduction

The CSCW and related literatures are well populated with empirical studies of
groupware adoption (e.g., Ehrlich, 1987; Grudin & Palen, 1995; Orlikowski,
1992). In particular, social factors impacting the adoption and use of computer-
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mediated communication (CMC),technologies in the workplace have been studied
for over a decade (e.g., Ehrlich 1987; Markus & Connolly, 1990; Sproull &
Kiesler, 1991). These studies reveal ways in which behavior and social conventions
affect adoption, a common conclusion being that understanding adoption requires
careful examination of the interactions between technological features and the
social context of use. As Ehrlich (1987) put it: “planning for successful [CMC]
adoption requires knowledge of individual and organizational communication
patterns and the relationship between those patterns and particular communication
systems solutions.” Yet specific examples of communication patterns and the
interactions between patterns and features of CMC technology are largely absent
from the literature, as are conceptual tools for detecting and describing such
interactions. One contribution of this f)aper is to address this absence by closely
examining the how features of a newly deployed system supported particular
communicative practices and thus stimulated, or suppressed, its adoption. A
second contribution is to investigate the use of chat in the workplace. While many
studies examine chat (e.g., MUDs and MOOs) in academic and social settings
(e.g., Correll 1995; ODay ef al., 19;96; Turkle, 1995) and email in organizations
(e.g., Sproull & Kiesler 1991), few look at the use of chat in business settings (see
Churchill & Bly, 1999; Kovalainen ef al., 1998).

In this paper we present a field study of the adoption and use of a system called
“BABBLE” by six groups ina large U.S. corporation. We begin with background:
the deployment process, field study, and system interface. Next, we examine how
communicative practices arise from interactions among the technical properties of
the system and the social characteristics of the groups, and how they stimulated or
suppressed adoption. Finally we discuss critical mass, social affordances and
interaction ecologies, concepts whlch, we believe, can provide a basis for a better
understanding of adoption.

The BABBLE Deployment and Field Studies

Site Selection and Deployme?nt

Six groups at the IBM T. J. Watson Research Center were studied, including a
Software Engineering, Staff, and Human Resources group, a professional and a
social cohort, and “the BABBLE Lab” group (which developed the system). Group
size ranged from 5 to 175 people. The Sofiware Engineering, Staff, and Human
Resources groups were collocated (i.e., had adjacent offices) and organizationally
bound (ie., members belonged to the same department). Cohorts were
geographically distributed but shared professional or social interests. The BABBLE
lab’s members were co-located and organizationally bound. (See Table I).
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Groups were recruited via in-house demonstrations. Each received a separate
discussion server. The client software included on-line help, but barring rare
interactions between the authors and individual users, no formd training or usage
guidelines were provided. BABBLE use was entirely discretionary.

Fidd Work and Data Collection

Prior to deployment, the firs author observed the physical distribution of offices
and conducted unstructured interviews investigating group work practices (e.g.,
delegation of work) and culture (e.g., perceptions of information sharing). After
deployment, additional interviews were conducted at approximately four-week
intervals. Throughout deployment, at frequent, unscheduled times, live BABBLE
discussions were observed. Most observations and interviews were conducted over
approximately a twelve-week period during the summer of 1998, with additional
interviews in December, 1998. The BABBLE system automatically archived al
conversations (with the exception of private chats).

Table | summarizes the deployments. 'Adoption status' reflects the subjective

opinion of the workgroup members themselves. 'Use’ shows the number of
months of logs for each group.

Group Group N  Loca:Remote Use Adoption
Name Purpose (mos) Status
BABBLE Lab Software 12 10:2 18 Adoption
Design
Software Software 6 6:.0 6 Adoption
Engineering  Engineering
Human Personnel 10 8:2 (adjacent 3 Non-
Resources Mgmt. offices) adoption
Saff Saff 5 5.0 2 Non-
adoption
Socid Summer 175  Non-collocated 3 Adoption
Cohort Interns 12¢
Professiondl HCI 28 Non-collocated 3 '+ Adoption

(HC1) Cohort  Researchers 8¢

Indicates the number of cohort members who actually used the system.

Table I: Deployment Summary

The BaBBLE Environment

In this section we describe the interface and functionality of the BABBLE
environment, and provide an example of use by one group of long term users.



