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Design of CSCW 
 
 
 
Grudin (1994): Groupware and Social Dynamics: Eight Challenges for developers 
Robinson (1993): Design for unanticipated use….. 
Kyng (1991): Designing for Cooperation: Cooperating in Design 
Grinter (1997): From Workplace to Development: What Have We Learned So Far… 
 
 

 

How are we to design technology that supports cooperation in 

(social) work settings? 

 
 
The texts for to day all revolve around issues and challenges that need to be taken 
into consideration when designing CSCW-applications. The authors of the texts 
plead for taking into account the social processes of cooperation whether they unfold 
among co-workers; users and technology; organizations, groups of users and 
technology, and/or between users and developers. The authors approach the issues 
/ challenges from different angles and seek to find solutions in divers ways: 
 
 
Robinson argues for the use of the concept of common artifact as a basis for 
analysis and design within the CSCW field. Work is not just strictly procedure based 
(planned), it is ad hoc, situated and articulated (see definitions p. 189). Common 
artifacts cover a range of dimensions and as such they are not just tools; they 
support different facets of work, which needs to be reflected in CSCW-applications. 
An artifact can be considered a common artifact when it “span the dimensions of 
predictability; peripheral awareness, double level language [(…)], overview.” p. 
199. 
 
Kyng pleads for understanding cooperation as an important aspect of work, and as 
such it should be reflected in CSCW-applications. Issues of control, power and 
conflicts also need to be taken into consideration when designing successful 
applications for work. To capture the social nature of work it is important to involve 
users in (the beginning of) the design of new applications (participatory design / 
cooperative design). Kyng emphasizes that a cooperative design effort nurtures 
mutual learning in that users learn about “technological possibilities and trends” (p. 
70) and designers about the work practices, language etc of the users. In such 
cooperative design effort users and designers develop a partially shared 
understanding, a common language (ibid.)  
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Grinter argues that it isn’t always possible to involve the users in the beginning of 
design processes due to methodological or technical reasons. In such cases, Grinter 
argues, experiences from previous workplace studies can serve as knowledge 
providers for design of CSCW. Grinter examines a range of CSCW-literature 
(revolving around work place studies (primarily) having a qualitative methodological 
orientation and a focus on coordination of work) for common patterns of actions. 
Within her delineation she comes across concepts and notions such as: 
coordination, awareness, visibility of work, shared feedback, technological 
frames, communication, spatial, flow of work, shared interpretations, common 
understanding, situated… 
 
 
Grudin lists eight challenges for groupware developers (p. 97): 

1. Disparity in work and benefit. Groupware applications often require 
additional work from individuals who do not perceive a direct benefit from the 
use of the application. 

2. Critical mass and Prisoner’s dilemma problems. Groupware may not enlist 
the “critical mass” of users required to be useful, or can fail because it is never 
to any one individual’s advantage to use it. 

3. Disruption of social processes. Groupware can lead to activity that violates 
social taboos, threatens existing political structures, or otherwise demotivates 
users crucial to its success. 

4. Exception handling. Groupware may not accommodate the wide range of 
exception handling and improvisation that characterizes much group activity. 

5. Unobtrusive accessibility. Features that support group processes are used 
relatively infrequently, requiring unobtrusive accessibility and integration with 
more heavy used features. 

6. Difficulty of evaluation. The almost insurmountable obstacles to meaningful, 
generalizable analysis and evaluation of groupware prevent us from learning 
from experience. 

7. Failure of intuition. Intuitions in product development environments are 
especially poor for multiuser applications, resulting in bad management 
decisions and an error-prone design process. 

8.  The adoption process. Groupware requires more careful implementation 
(introduction) in the workplace that product developers have confronted. 

 
 
 
Questions to be discussed: 

• What are the similarities / differences between the concepts “common artifact”, 
“coordination mechanism” and “boundary objects”? 

o Why are these concepts adopted by the CSCW-community? 
• How are we to design CSCW-applications? -> What do the authors of to day 

say about this? 
• In what way do the texts of to day shed light on cooperation and development 

(how can we study / come to understand cooperation?)? 
• How is cooperation talked about in the texts? 

 
 


