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Abstract. We present a field study of an organisation which designs and constructs 
precision mechatronic devices, which typically integrate electronics, mechanical 
assemblies, computer hardware and software We study how organisation members 
seek out answers to questions and solutions to problems as they arise in their work We 
examine how project documentation is used, how chance encounters are capitalised 
upon, how advice is sought, the role of meetings, training and competence-enhancing 
activities, and the use of the organisation's information systems. We develop an account 
of 'finding things out' as an orderly and practically situated organisational affair, and 
compare this with recent studies in CSCW of 'expertise location' The paper closes with 
an examination of potential technology development programs to support people in 
finding things out in organisations while suggesting the re-specification of research on 
'organisational memory', 'knowledge management' and allied notions in CSCW 

Introduction 
For a number of years, researchers and practitioners in a variety of communities 
have become engaged with questions of organisational knowledge. There are 
many strands to this interest. Some researchers regard the knowledge and skills of 
an organisation's members to be one of the prime resources of an organisation, 
yet one which is very hard to account for and manage It is commonly pointed out 
that organisations lose valued assets as employees move on and some researchers 
have looked to technical means for externalising and recording members' 
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knowledge (e.g. Conklin and Begeman, 1988). Others are concerned to theorise 
the 'cognitive' aspects of social groups and organisations and put human 
collective phenomena on a similar theoretical footing to cognitive science's 
studies of individual mental phenomena (Hutchins, 1995). Relatedly, yet others 
write about 'organisational memory' and the management challenges there are 
once one takes the notion seriously (Walsh and Ungson, 1991). 

In CSCW, these topics have been addressed for some time, attracting a range 
of contributions, including critical analyses (Bannon and Kuutti, 1996) and 
proposals for supportive technologies (e.g. McDonald and Ackerman, 2000). 
Most recently a research theme has emerged in CSCW which is concerned to 
study empirically knowledge and expertise within organisations and documenting 
the methods used by members to find things out. 

McDonald and Ackerman's paper (1998) at CSCW'98 is a clear example of 
the 'turn to the empirical' in studies of organisational knowledge in CSCW. An 
extensive ethnographic and interview-based study was conducted at an 
organisation the authors call MSC which builds and supports turnkey medical and 
dental practice management systems. The authors were particularly concerned to 
document how members find relevant "experts' in their organisation to solve 
problems as they arise. The study's analysis focuses on expertise identification 
and expertise selection. 'Identification' refers to how members go about 
discovering what information or special skills others have, while 'selection' 
concerns choosing among people with the required expertise (p 317) McDonald 
and Ackerman refer to seeking help as consisting of identification and selection 
phases (with identification generally preceding selection), though they recognise 
that in many actual cases participants 'iterate' (p.317) between these behaviours. 
Interestingly, McDonald and Ackerman identify a phenomenon they name 
'escalation', "... the way in which people repair failures in identification and 
selection"' (p.322). If one attempt at seeking help has failed "people ... may go to 
less desirable sources (e.g., to people with less expertise or to ill-maintained 
documents), sources with a higher psychological cost (e.g., to objectionable 
people), or cross departmental or even organisational boundaries". The 
impression one gets from McDonald and Ackerman is that there is a preferred 
ordering in help seeking at MSC: keep it local, avoid interrupting a very busy 
person, use reliable sources but, in the case of 'failure', be prepared to search 
further afield, risk a tiresome interruption, and use compromised sources 

We have spent a little time describing McDonald and Ackerman's research as 
our study is an attempt to build cumulatively upon their work by presenting a new 
case in a different industrial sector (mechatronics). We do this to help extend the 
CSCW community's understanding of the observable methods that organisation 
members deploy to find things out. As we hope to show through the presentation 
of ethnographic detail, we have observed methods other than those documented 
by McDonald and Ackerman and, when we observe similar methods, they seem 
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to be deployed in ways which suggest another conceptualisation than that given in 
terms of expertise identification, selection and escalation. 

We have conducted our study as part of a longstanding program of research at 
KTH into organisational knowledge and specifying technologies for its support 
(see, e.g.. Tollmar et a l , 1996). A key theme of this work has been to reject the 
aim of externalising and recording members' knowledge by technical means. 
Rather, we have been concerned to explore technologies which facilitate social 
contacts between individuals in such a way as to promote the exchange of 
knowledge. In this work, technologies mediate social relations rather than act as a 
shared storage device for "organisational knowledge' or 'memory.'. In addition to 
empirically elaborating the corpus of studies of expertise-seeking in 
organisations, then, we wish to proactively inform CSCW technology 
development. After a presentation of our empirical research, and a critical 
discussion of it in relation to other work in CSCW concerned with organisational 
knowledge, we will close with a consideration of the technical implications of our 
arguments. We pay particular attention as to whether CSCW need concern itself 
specifically with 'organisational memory/knowledge systems" as if these had a 
character distinct from other systems for supporting cooperative work. 

The Study 

The Company 
The organisation studied, which we shall anonymise as 'CompC, is a 
consultancy company which is part of a larger Swedish corporation with similar 
companies spread all over the country. CompC describes itself, on its public Web 
pages, as active in the fields of precision mechanics, electronics, computer 
science, and the combination of these. At the beginning of our study there were 
about 100 employees within CompC. Critical organisational changes occurred at 
CompC during our work First, CompC bought a smaller mechanical engineering 
company with 20 people, and as a result CompC was itself considerably re­
organised The new organisational form comprised of a total of ten sections 
(previously there were just eight) spread over three divisions. The software 
division had four sections, the hardware one, and the mechanical engineering 
division had four. An administration section completed the new organisational 
design Second, CompC was split into two companies, one consisting of the 
mechanical division and one consisting of the software and hardware divisions. 

CompC has many major Swedish industry companies as customers with whom 
it engages on a project basis. Usually a project lasts for about half a year, and 
involves about five to ten consultants. Some projects are carried out within 
CompC's own premises, while in other cases the consultants are located at the 
customer's office. Consultants working in projects within CompC's premises are 
physically co-located by project in a common work space, although they are 


