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TC 505 – Week 6 Discussion

Computer Supported Collaborative Work

Our readings this week touch upon a wide range of issues regarding how CMCs are changing the nature of work and the workplace. Two natural setting studies, one laboratory experiment, and one high-arching, ten-year old review provide rich fodder for our discussion. 

Guzdial, Rick, and Kerimbaev demonstrate an iterative approach to rolling out CMC technology to an organization, letting potential users come to them to request assistance in providing technology. As a result, they are able to report on a natural progression of using Wiki-like CMCs to support group process. Even though their user base is consistently in an academic setting where courses are enhanced through electronic mediation, we see similar roles arise naturally to the roles embedded explicitly in Lotus Notes security, documentation, and training implementation. Cross-platform implementation, seen as highly desirable, suggests the continued use of the Web browser as common access point. Of interest is the positive experience the authors report for letting users suggest new features and even begin to implement those features via the use of an strictly-enforced object-oriented approach. Only in the case of external reviewers did technology need to be updated quickly to facilitate a specific role-based use.

Whittaker et al identify four social outcomes that people in organizations suggest they would like to improve in their messaging tasks: honoring communication commitments, keeping in touch, data mining through social means, and tracking project status. They built ContactMap software to attempt to improve all four outcomes by providing an explicit, visual, desktop-metaphor organization of personal social relationships into groups. They use iconic pictures of people instead of names alone. They provide e-mail receipt notification by person and to-do note annotation by person. They attempt to do an empirical study of using social network-focused ContactMap versus message-centric e-mail clients by providing four canned tasks to be representative of the four desired outcomes. The results are quite flattering of the software, but not necessarily as impact-full as would have been the case with testing less group-centered tasks. Of course, working with distribution lists would work better with a group organization and visual presentations are best for reminding through recognition. Perhaps the best conclusion for the reader is that providing a ContactMap view as part of any e-mail product would be better than not providing it at all. Why not provide a time-based view, location-based view, thread-based view, and subject-based view while you’re at it? Seems the user could benefit from using other views and yet not need to be disrupted by having the possibility to do so.

Waldvogel’s discussion of e-mail in the workplace suggests many dimensions for considering the linguistics contained in messages. Her emphasis on greetings and closings seems an appropriate focus for simplifying the analysis. Tone and impact brought on by greeting and closing differences are heavily mediated by overall cultural norms within an organization, but studies of differences in social status, gender, significance of content, request for recipient action, age, and familiarity all seem relevant to providing insight into societal conditions as a whole. If CMCs are to change power-structures and cultural norms, we are likely to see hints of change through changes that take place in our written communications. Time will tell whether the concerns of the French are realized when we all begin to think similarly through the use of one dominant on-line communications language and culture.

Wellman et al contribute with an impressive bibliographic reference from 1996 that considers the effects CMCs and social networking will have on society moving forward. The government and dominant phone company of the era fund the study and the reader can imagine their concern that CMCs could do much harm to society as the dot com bubble was starting to expand appreciably. Although there is but one or two sentences per thought, the sentences blend well to provide a rich base for discussion on hundreds if not thousands of issues associated with CMCs becoming more popular in work organizations. More often than not, the outlook is optimistic in terms of CMCs providing new capabilities to workers without necessarily eliminating existing practices. The authors anticipate the expanded social networks we see taking off to new levels today and yet suggest the use of traditional communication means (such as the telephone) need not be reduced in use as a result. As readers, we can almost feel the relief of Bell Canada on that one. Perhaps the most glaring negative impacts forecast are some disadvantages of CMCs to childrearing female workers relative to male counterparts and a negative impact to unskilled workers compared to positive impact to skilled workers.

Discussion questions:

1. Regarding ContactMaps, what are the potential advantages to everyone in an organization to make such maps public and searchable on the corporate intranet (consider the 3M case study for explicit roles documentation)?

2. As we’ve turned away from manufacturing jobs and been retrained to perform service sector jobs, do CSCW technologies provide the opportunity to build and track workflow solutions as effectively as the assembly line provided historically (consider the case study of environment sensors and data-driven change to science processes)?

3. Are workflow approaches to CSCW likely to provide richer life experiences as we are able to rotate between job functions more fluidly or more dehumanizing drudgery as we likely create specialize work further (consider the EA Sports lawsuit in Vancouver)? 

4. Does CMC-supported home-based work really bring family structure back towards the structure of agrarian times (do you buy the pink-collar worker vs. white-collar worker distinction argument)? 

