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Coordination Mechanisms and workflow 
systems in and for CSCW. 
 
 
Carstensen & Sørensen (1996): From the Social to the Systematic 
Bowers, Button & Sharrock (1995): Workflow From Within and Without 
 
 
 
 
The social is ad hoc, local, informal, but also (in terms of coordination / ordering) 
formal, systematic, structured. 
 
 
With the keywords coordination mechanism and organizational ordering at the fore, the 
two articles plead for not equating CSCW with “informal, non-structural interaction” 
(Bowers et al. p. 65), but to take into account ‘the formal’ when investigating work and 
use of technology to understand cooperation and work flow. 
 
 
Situated at a manufacturing company, studying a large-scale design project, 
Carstensen & Sørensen argue for understanding how “informal means develop into 
more formal means when the need for coordination increases” (p. 388). That is, when 
complexity increases the need for creating formal and structural mechanisms (e.g. 
classification systems, common language, scheduled meetings, work cycle), which 
coordinate work and bring forth simplicity, also increases. 
 
Bowers et al. conducted their field study in the printing industry and looked at the 
challenges the employees faced when a new MIS was introduced and looked at how 
work is managed (has to be worked) around the new technology. 
 
 
 
Key words: 

• Coordination mechanisms: “a mechanism, that by means of a set of 
conventions and prescribed procedures and supported by a symbolic artefact with 
a standardized format, stipulates and mediates the coordination of distributed 
activities of large cooperative ensembles” (C&S, p. 391). What is meant by 
‘coordination mechanism’? And what is meant by ‘a symbolic artefact’? 

• Awareness (surrounding environment, co-workers), meshing, allocating, 
negotiating 

• Common understanding (important to create) 
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• Asynchronous and synchronous communication (important to be supported) 
• Workflow technology: “any technology designed to (in some way) give order to or 

record the unfolding of work activity over time by, for example, providing tools and 
information to users at appropriate moments or enabling them to overview the 
work process they are part of or to do design work processes for themselves or 
others or whatever.” (Bowers et al. p. 51) 

• Organizational ordering -> find this concept in Bowers et al. and define it in 
groups. 

 
Further questions to be considered and discussed: 

• Accountability plays an important role in the two texts – discuss how and why. 
• Give examples of how work is coordinated with and without technology in the 

two texts. 
• How is cooperation talked about in the two texts? 

 


