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Abstract 

There is general agreement that new technologies make possible the rising focus on 
mergers, globalization, and widely distributed activity. However, only slowly are 
technologies more complex than telephone, fax, and email coming to play a role in 
supporting virtual collocation. I have been studying successful (and some less successful) 
deployments of such technologies and will report on some emerging patterns. 

Early designers of group support applications hoped that their technologies could be 
adopted group by group, much as individual productivity tools were often adopted person 
by person. And some are. One example is a 3-D visualization tool running on high-end 
Silicon Graphics computers, used by design teams separated by hundreds of kilometers to 
examine extremely complex CAD models' together in real time. However, for various 
reasons, groupware adoption often requires the software to be available throughout an 
organization. Thus, desktop conferencing applications have been on the market for well 
over a decade, but significant reports of success only followed the appearance of 
NetMeeting, free software for the most common platform (and appearing on other 
platforms as well). 

I will report on studies of these and other technologies in use. One pattern that emerges is 
the significance of a person's structure of activities in the way they react to and use a 
technology. In fact, it is probably misleading to think of even relatively simple software 
such as desktop conferencing or shared calendars as "an application" - as used by 
different people, the software is really a set of applications. The good news is that many 
people in an organization share activity patterns, primarily based on role, leaving those 
concerned with design, acquisition, support, or use a tractable task that may be 
approached systematically. 
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Another pattern that emerges from studies of virtual collocation is the extreme difficulty 
of understanding what is being perceived at a remote site. Misunderstandings and 
misperceptions are fostered in subtle ways. Fundamental forces are at work -
ethnographers have shown "that much activity is very contextually determined, local. To 
work effectively with remote participants, we need to convey as much of that context as 
possible to people at a distance. Because groups are not clearly-defined and change over 
time, the set of people to whom this context must be made available is potentially large, 
iII-defined. 

Together these suggest that greater efficiency results from making a great deal of our local 
activity visible remotely to a large potential audience. This creates technical challenges -
how to deliver that information effectively - and social challenges - how to maintain 
privacy and a desired level of control of personal information. These conflict, and I am 
seeking evidence that they can be reconciled. 


