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Computer supported cooperative work is often discussed with the focus on the computer, and con-
sequently less emphasis is put on support for cooperative work. By comparing system development 
and nursing, two cooperative work settings, we have found that overview - over work tasks, 
responsibilities and work objects - is an important aspect of work in both these occupations. 
Although overview, as a general and abstract notion, is important for both system developers and 
nurses, its concrete contents varies considerably, due to differences in work tasks, work organiza-
tion, and tradition. H computer systems represent an obstacle for achieving overview, they do not 
support cooperative work. Thus, computer systems can only support cooperative work to the 
extent they can be integrated in the existing information web that contributes to the achievement of 
overview in concrete work contexts. 

1 Introduction 

Our aim with this paper is neither to make a nonnative defInition of cooperation with 
all its attributes, nor to classify cooperation in terms of different parameters, as e.g. 
[1], [2], [3] are doing it. We describe two work settings where cooperation actually 
takes place, system development and nursing. The aim of the description is to 
illustrate an important aspect of cooperation - overview. 

The paper is based on practical experience. The knowledge in system development 
has been gained through a number of medium-sized projects with students over the 
last few years. In each case, groups of 10 - 15 students, working in a flat organiza-
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tional stucture, were required to develop an interactive information system within a 
deadline of one year. These projects resulted in between 10,000 and 30,000 lines of 
implemented code complemented by accompanying documentation (cf. [4]). 

The knowledge of nursing has been gained through participation in a project in the 
public health sector with the goal to develop computer systems for nurses' daily 
work. During four years three computer scientists and one social anthropologist 
were working on two different wards at two different hospitals. Nurses from the 
wards also participated in the project. The project succeeded in building a prototype 
of a computer system which fulfIlled the project goal (cf. [5]). 

The aim of this paper is to explain and argue for the following statement: To support 
cooperation by computer applications, we must design computer tools that support 
gaining and maintaining overview of people's particular work settings. 

An overview is a kind of frame a person or a group of persons uses to make a 
"whole" out of single, differing tasks. In different work settings, the frame is 
formed on the basis of many, different sources of information. This means that, 
although the concept of overview is a general aspect of cooperative work, it differs 
in different work settings. 

BANSLER and HAVN ([6]) have used the notion of operative image, introduced by 
OCHANINE in [7]. They describe operative image in a way that is similar to our 
notion of overview. According to them, an operative image plays a crucial role in 
situations where no single group member has the necessary skills or possesses 
enough information to understand and handle all aspects of a work process. 
However, the term operative image is a general one. Our notion of overview refers 
to concrete work settings. 

Overview is important in system development and nursing. In addition to know-
ledge about system development in general, the actual system under construction, 
and an understanding about what the finished product is going to look like, the 
system developers need to know the general status of the project and who is in 
charge of what. The nurses need knowledge about nursing and the situation of the 
patients on a ward, but they also need to know how the work tasks are distributed. 

Overview is not especially bound to cooperative work where people work closely 
together on parallel tasks. PERBY ([8]) describes how meteorologists at a small 
airport fonn and maintain what she calls "an inner weather picture", in our tenns, an 
overview of the weather. The overview is fonned on the basis of meteorological 
knowledge, maps, numerical weather forecasts and conversations with the 
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meteorologist on the shift before and with pilots. All these different infonnation 
sources are used to fonn an ovelView of the work objective, the weather. 

Compared to the meteorologists, both system developers and nurses, in addition to 
the work objectives, need knowledge about responsibilities concerning the ongoing 
work. Furthennore, they need the opportunity to communicate with each other 
when doing things in parallel, in order to maintain overview. 

The paper is organized in the following way: in sections two and three, we describe 
how ovelView is achieved and maintained in system development and nursing, 
respectively. In the last section we discuss some implications our findings have for 
computer support for cooperative work on the basis of the similarities and 
differences in the two worlc settings. 

2 System Development 

The goal of system development projects is to produce systems of high quality in an 
economical way. The quality aimed at covers both the technical standard and the 
users' acceptance of the systems. 
To master the magnitude and complexity of the problems involved, system develop-
ment is usually carried out on a team basis where the team members cooperate in 
different ways. 

Basic models of work organization 
Teamwork requires a division of labour, which in tum means decomposing tasks 
into subtasks. System development projects are organized in different ways with 
respect to project groups. These ways depend on the various perspectives applied 
by the persons involved. 
If the emphasis is on production, i.e. if formalized procedures are used to construct 
programs, preference is usually given to a centralized, hierarchical group fonn (cf. 
[9]). There is a fixed and rigid distribution of work tasks in line with a high degree 
of specialization. 
If, in contrast, the evolutionary nature (cf. [10]) of system development is taken into 
account, decentralized, flexible, and less strictly hierarchical group structures are 
used. In this case, group work is viewed as a social process based on mutual 
learning and discussion. Often, there is no sharp division between the different 
subtasks. It is also possible that the responsibility for tasks changes from time to 
time. 
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2.1 System Development in Student Projects 

In the student projects, the work is based on flexible organization which does not 
follow strict hierarchical lines. The tasks are performed by several groups and 
subgroups. 

The project plena, attended by all the developers, serve as forums for discussion 
and decision-making on overall design aspects and for coordination and assignment 
of the various tasks under the supervision of a project moderator. Small working 
groups and some individuals are assigned specific tasks. In addition, some mem-
bers are delegated to special coordinating groups, if necessary. All project members 
take part in the different basic activities of system development - system requirement 
specification, system functional specification, system technical architecture specifi-
cation and system implementation - and are involved in documenting the course of 
the project and the resulting decisions and products. They perform both administra-
tive and operative tasks. 

The groups are reorganized following the evaluation of the project's progress. After 
the completion and acceptance of an intermediate product, delivered in the form of a 
written document, the existing groups are dissolved and new groups are formed, 
each containing at least one member of each of the previous groups. 

This may be illustrated by a concrete example. In the project, e.g. two groups are 
formed out of all the project members. One carries out a requirement analysis, while 
the other one works on a feasibility study examining existing hardware and soft-
ware. Both groups work separately, but once a week meet in a plenum to keep each 
other informed. Here, one project member is given the role of project secretary and 
writes a protocol. The work results in two reports accepted by everyone. 

Subsequently, four new groups are formed containing both analysis and feasibility 
study members. The new tasks are building a data model, proposing a functional 
kernel for the system aimed at, designing a use interface and determining test data 
for an acceptance test. As these tasks are strongly interconnected, in addition to the 
subgroups and the plena, a coordinating group is formed, consisting of members of 
each group. This group also meets at least once a week to discuss the work, accept 
it or reject it. Their members return to their basic groups to inform the other group 
members about the work of the other groups and of the consequences this has for 
their own work. When, finally, the tasks have been performed, new groups for the 
technical design are formed. Again, the different groups contain members from the 
four groups of the previous activities. 



OvelView - A Key Concept in Computer Support for Cooperative Work 157 

Overview 
The project members have an overview of the project as a whole, even if they know 
their own working objectives better than those of the other project members. They 
have a basic understanding of the software system constructed and are usually well 
infonned about the project status. In the projects different levels of oVeIView can be 
found which are necessary to fulfill the different work tasks and which relate to 
different aspects of the project work. On a more general level, overview means 
knowing the current overall situation of a project. This concerns the actual goals and 
decisions that are and were made, the status and the progress of the intermediate and 
final product(s). In particular, it is important to know which project member is 
actually dealing with and responsible for a specific task. This helps to clarify the 
question who is performing a particular task, who is affected by it, and conse-
quently, if necessary, who should be asked or notified. Another level of ovelView is 
therefore, more connected to the direct fulfillment of concrete working tasks. When 
programming a module, for example, it is important to know why a required set of 
parameters is defined as the technical interface to other modules. And, if this set is 
changed, it is crucial to know who has changed it and why. In short, overview 
means both ovelView of the product and overview of the process. 

2.2 How is overview achieved and maintained? 

Overview in system development is based on distributing the knowledge which is 
gathered through the development process. The way of organizing the student 
projects is spreading knowledge in the projects. The system developers have three 
means for exchanging information: documentation, especially the project folder, 
formal meetings, and informal communication. Official exchange and distribution of 
information takes place at formal meetings. Documents serve as a basis for 
discussion. 

The project folder - an important document in system development 
Four kinds of documents are used for information exchange in the system develop-
ment projects: product documents, product accompanying documents, project docu-
ments, and protocols. All shared documents except the product documents are kept, 
in a chronological order, in a project folder. 

Product documents describe the results of the different tasks. These documents are 
usually produced and used by all project members. Product accompanying docu-
ments give information about the actual work. They contain feasibility studies, 
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intermediate unfinished solutions, but also rejected proposals and the reasoning 
behind the design decisions. Project documents describe the infrastructure of the 
project, e.g. rules for using software tools, rules about how to write documents, 
programming conventions, provided basic software and literature. They also contain 
a time schedule and a task distribution plan about who is responsible for which task 
up to which date. Protocols are written during meetings. 

The project folder, unfortunately, is often unaccurate and incomplete. In addition, 
the developers take personal notes from meetings and from informal talks with 
colleagues. They also take such notes when they carrying out work tasks on their 
own. 

Formal Meetings . 
An exchange of information, of relevance to the group as a whole, takes place 
during plenary project sessions. Discussions yield a wide variety of ideas and 
suggestions as a basis for decision-making concerning work tasks. The topics 
discussed at the project sessions are task oriented, i.e., besides fixing project 
schedules, tasks are defined and evaluated, and results are presented, coordinated 
and integrated. Meetings are also held by the coordinating groups and the working 
groups to perform their actual tasks. 

Informal Communication 
Besides official communication as a source of information, the project members 
have informal communication. New and essential information about project related 
material is generated and the need for information arises in specific work situations, 
and these are communicated either at once or on some suitable occasion. The groups 
use different communication channels for this. Direct personal talk is a frequently 
used communication means. But when this is not possible, communication also 
takes place through telephone or using electronic media like electronic mail. 

2.3 Problems connected to achieving overview 

In the student projects, various coordination and communication problems can be 
stated. A basic problem is the attitude towards communication. Meetings in the pro-
jects often have the purpose of problem solving and decision making. Information 
exchange is not a purpose in itself, it is more a side effect or a necessary condition 
for coordination and planning. 
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Moreover, private knowledge is communicated on an informal basis, although it 
might have relevance for all project members. The results of such communication 
are not explicitly recorded in written official documents, but are implicitly incorpo-
rated into various result documents. As a consequence, these are often hard to 
understand. Project work is especially hindered when project members change 
documents without infonning each other that this was done and why it was done. 

Failure to absorb information from documents recording the project's progress is 
frequently due to their not being stored at some common place, but rather distributed 
among the project members. In addition, documents tend to be incomplete and 
incorrect, and consequently are often of little use as a source of information. This is 
because documentation is frequently felt to be a burden, and therefore tends to be 
neglected. This also leads to situations where it is not always possible to determine 
precisely which document is associated with which version of the (intermediate) 
products. 

But the communication structure in the student projects is flexible, so the students 
could find the information they need in spite of the quality of the documentation. 
Although it takes time, they eventually achieve ovetview. 

From traditionally organized projects, problems related to lack of overview are 
reported. This was obsetved as early as 1970 by SCHWARTZ ([11]) and is still the 
case today (cf. e.g. [12]). In such projects, information about the work organization 
is sometimes hidden. Ovetview, is then often achieved through informal structures 
which emerge in the "underground" of the projects. These are very different from 
the official ones and often even violate official rules. Nevertheless, they are 
carefully maintained and frequently responsible for the fact that the projects do not 
fail totally (cf. [13]). 

Discussions still take place as to the best way of documenting the product, i.e. the 
computer system. Although an understanding of the project history is reported as 
being important, once again (cf. e.g. [14]), there is no tradition in system develop-
ment on how to do this. The consequence is that information, such as questions, 
answers and decisions about problems, is not normally recorded in written form, 
and consequently quite often forgotten. Difficulties in communication, the 
inadequate procurement, organization, and distribution of information, are the main 
causes of problems in system development (cf. [15]). 

The traditions for documentation concern the product, in terms of specifications of 
various forms. There is a distribution problem, but also a collection problem: there 
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is no or only little - explicitly recorded - knowledge about "relevant" information 
about the development process. 

3 Nursing 

In short terms, the goal of nursing is to give all patients on a ward the best treatment 
possible (cf. [16]). At the same time, the nurses are assistants to the medical doctors 
([17]). That is, they have to carry out the orders of the medical doctors and to 
observe the effect of the given treatment In addition to caring for the patients, a lot 
of planning and coordination is necessary to achieve the overall goal. 

Basic models of work organization 
There are three basic models for organizing the nursing work on a ward: round 
nursing, group nursing and primary care. Round nursing is task oriented. Each 
nurse has the responsibility for one task on the ward. Primary care is patient 
oriented. One nurse has to carry out all tasks associated with one patient. Usually 
the nurses are responsible for a small number of patients, as there are more patients 
than nurses on a ward. Group nursing is a mixture of the other two methods. In this 
case the responsibility lies with a group of nurses. They are responsible for carrying 
out several tasks, but only tasks related to one group of patients. This can be 
illustrated by different ways of distributing medicines. In round nursing, one nurse 
is responsible for giving all the patients the prescribed medicines. In group nursing, 
a group of nurses is responsible for their group of patients. They usually organize 
this by letting one nurse distribute the regular medicines, while all nurses give out 
additional medicines according to the patients' needs, e.g. pain-killers. In primary 
care, one nurse is responsible for giving all necessary medicines to his patient(s). 

The organization of work is dependent on several factors, e.g. the ratio between 
nurses and nursing assistants, the average time a patient stays on the ward, the 
nursing philosophy that is followed on that ward, and the prestige the ward has 
among the medical staff in the hospital. 

3.1 Nursing on a Cardiological Ward 

We will go into detail on how the work is done on a specific ward, a cardiological 
ward at a municipal hospital. 
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In the cardiological ward, patients with heart diseases are treated, some of them are 
seriously ill. The very ill patients are monitored the whole day, and they are 
connected to heart-monitoring equipment on the ward, i.e. the heart curve of a 
patient is displayed in the room of the patient, and all heart curves are displayed in 
the heart monitoring central. The rest of the patients are not under intensive care. 
The work is organized according to group nursing, where one group, the inside 
team, is responsible for the patients in the intensive care rooms around the heart 
monitoring central, and the other group, the outside team, is responsible for the 
other patients on the ward. 

In each group, one nurse has the primary responsibility for a few patients. In 
addition, the nurses have various tasks, like giving medicines, being a group leader 
etc. In the inside team, there are a lot of medicines to distribute, and the heart 
monitor displays must be watched continuosly. The nurses have to be alert, as life-
threatening situations occur very quickly. In addition, they have to take care of the 
relatives of the patients. In the outside team, they have slightly different tasks. The 
nurses have to get the patients out of bed according to a planned scheme, and they 
also have to inform the patients about medicines, food, physical activities etc., and 
consequences of being chronically ill. 

Overview 
Overview of the ward as a whole means knowledge of the total workload, i.e. how 
many patients are on the ward and how much care they need, in addition to 
knowledge of the qualifications of the (other) people on the shift, and who is in 
charge of the different tasks. Moreover, overview is connected to tasks, e.g. the 
responsibility for a patient or for leading the group. Thus the nurses know more 
about the patients in their own group, and especially their "own" patients than the 
other patients, and they pay special attention to information connected to their 
special task in the group. An example of information necessary for overview is if a 
patient asks for pain-killers, to know how much medicine the patient has already 
got, and the amount which is prescribed, in order to find out if or how much pain-
killers the patient should be given. 

3.2 How is overview achieved and maintained? 

Overview in nursing is based on information exchange. The organization of work, 
combined with the information exchange pattern on the ward, gives the nurses 
overview of the ward as a whole. The nurses have three means of exchanging infor-
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mation: documentation, especially a document called the cardex, formal meetings, 
and informal communication. Exchange and distribution of information is planned, 
by arranging formal meetings where both collection and distribution of information 
are among the explicit goals of the meeting. 

The cardex -an important document in nursing 
Three basic kinds of documents are used on the ward: medicine cards, curve sheets, 
and a cardex. Medicine cards contain the kind and amount of medicine a patient 
should get Curve sheets contain the monitored heart curves. 

The cardex is the nurses' for each team, and there is one record for each patient, 
where the problems of the patient, the suggested treatment and observations are 
written down. The cardex is an important source of distributing information which 
is needed for planning, in addition to the overview it gives of the patients. The 
cardex is organized so that a quick glance at the fIrst page of a patient record will 
give all relevant information about a patient. This is very useful in emergency 
situations. In addition, the reports in the cardex make it easy for nurses that have 
been absent for a while to get an overview of the development of the patients. In this 
way, the nurses have their own recorded patient history, different from the one in 
the medical record, and easier to read, because it is structured according to their 
needs. Because there is only one cardex for each group, the nurses write down the 
most important information of each patient on scraps of paper that they carry in their 
pockets. They use these notes during the work day as reminders and as a note-pad. 
What they note of importance will be included in the cardex later on, after the group 
meeting where information is collected and written in the cardex. 

Formal Meetings 
The nurses have a number of meetings during a shift, in order to exchange 
information and plan the work. The meetings are as follows: the report meeting, 
pre-round meeting, group meeting, and the joint report meeting. All meetings have 
in common that interruptions are pennitted whenever anyone wants to know some-
thing. Often the secretary of the ward is used as a shield to protect against too many 
interruptions from outside the ward 

The report meeting is a meeting where one nurse from the former shift gives infor-
mation about all the patients to those who start on the new shift Report meeting are 
held three times a day, to secure that the nurses' information about the patients is 
kept up to date. The nurse who gives the report uses the cardex as her basis. 
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The pre-round meeting takes place, as the name indicates, before the round. All the 
medical doctors who are connected to the ward, the head nurse, and the two group 
leaders participate in this meeting where the treatment of the patients is discussed. 
The nurses report their impression of the patients and the effect of the given 
treatment, and the planned treatment is compared with lab results etc. The medical 
record and the cardex are important documents here. In addition, the head nurse 
uses a black book for writing down the orders of the medical doctors, both before 
and during the round. The group leaders use their notescraps. The groups plan their 
work on the basis of the orders given at the pre-round meetings and on the round 

The group meeting is less formal. This is the meeting where the group leader 
gathers information from the other nurses in the group in order to write the cardex. 

The head nurse and the two group leaders participate at the "joint report meeting". 
This meeting has a twofold purpose, to control the documents and check them 
against each other so that the information about each patient is consistent, and to 
remind the group leaders of planned actions that have been forgotten. At this 
meeting they take all the "formal" documents and compare them with each other. 

Informal Communication 
The nurses do most of their work within the limited area of the ward. It is inherent 
in the nature of their tasks that they are all moving around a lot, between the patient 
rooms, the washing room, the store room, the ward office, and the heart monitoring 
central. Thus they frequently meet and talk to each other. 

3.3 Problems connected to achieving overview 

Nursing is an occupation with a long tradition of cooperation and information 
exchange. Thus information exchange functions well in nursing. But many nurses 
do not count these activities as nursing. Such activities are called administration, and 
most nurses think this part of their work takes much too much time from their real 
work, which is to care for and treat the patients. This is especially true for wards 
where few nurses are working. 

Most nurses also complain about the paper work: when a new patient enters a ward, 
the same information has to be filled in several times on different forms. There can 
be up to thirteen forms for one patient, and every form must be filled in with basic 
patient information. As the forms are used in different contexts, they cannot be 
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combined into one fonn. Thus, even if the infonnation exchange works, the nurses 
have to pay for it in terms of time. 

4 Some Consequences for Computer Support 

So far, we have described what overview means, and how it is created and 
maintained in the two occupations. Overview involves the tasks and objects of 
work, and the task distribution, and is supported by the way the work is organized. 
It is achieved by means of infonnation from different sources which is communi-
cated through different channels. 

4.1 A comparison of the work settings 

System development and nursing differ in many respects. System development 
usually takes place in projects with relatively fixed starting and ending points. The 
duration of a system development project varies from some months to several years. 
Moreover the workobject, a computer system, is complex in the sense that it is an 
artifact that is designed. Furthennore, the construction itself develops in a way that 
can not be totally predicted. Infonnal meetings take place comparatively seldom. 
This is because the physical distance between the members in a system development 
project varies, and the tasks are often divided so that one person can do her/his task 
in front of a terminal or workstation. The infonnal meetings which take place are 
dependent upon one person taking the initiative, by phoning or paying a visit to a 
co-worker. 

Nursing, on the other hand, is not restricted to a certain period of time. The nurses 
do not design artifacts, they nurse human beings. In our case, the focus of their 
interest, the functionality of the human heart, is relatively well understood, even if 
the curing process cannot be anticipated in total. The nurses do not have contact 
with their patients for months, but for three to ten days during which, however, 
very much can happen. As the nurses work physically close together, there is an 
ongoing infonnal communication during the whole shift, in addition to the regulated 
communication between the shifts. 

Nevertheless, overview is important in both occupations; in system development to 
keep track of a changing product, and in nursing to save lives. Overview contributes 
to the common effort, by being a frame within which events can be interpreted, and 
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for enabling work to be coordinated appropriately. In the two cases, we have seen 
that overview is achieved through documentation, formal meetings and informal 
communication. 

In the two cases, the organization of work is designed to take care of information 
exchange. There are groups that have specific responsibilities and tasks. But there is 
also, what can be called, cross-group communication. In nursing, this way of orga-
nizing information exchange is quite common, but in system development there is a 
tendency towards forming isolated groups. In this sense the student projects are a 
little atypical, but the organization chosen there seems to be appropriate. 

Cross-group communication is significant since it indicates that documentation is 
context dependent. There is a need for more information than can be captured in a 
document. In addition, cross-group communication provides a means for interaction 
between different groups. 

The biggest difference we see between the two cases concerns the documentation of 
the process. In system development, documentation of the working processes is 
arbitrary and often private. Oral communication and documentation are unpopular 
activities which are disregarded and considered to be inferior (cf. [18]). So far, 
there is little tradition of exchanging information about the distribution of work 
tasks, so that the participants know where to seek information. Nor is there any 
tradition of publishing private information. This information is distributed only in 
informal meetings, although it could be valuable for the whole project if made public 
(cf. [19]). In nursing, however, report giving, both oral and written, is regarded to 
be a highly qualified task that can only be properly learned through practice. 

In general, there seems to be more problems in system development than in nursing 
concerning the achievement and maintenance of overview. This can to some extent 
be traced back to differences in the work tasks, but it is also due to the different 
ways the two occupations recognize the importance of overview, and closely 
connected to this, the way they regard the value of documentation and information 
exchange. 

4.2 How can computer systems support overview? 

Computer systems can support overview by spreading information about the work 
objects and by facilitating information exchange. What does this mean for the cases 
of our study? 
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In system development, improved information exchange would strengthen over-
view. In general, information exchange in system development is very unstructured. 
By-passing bureaucracy which consists of rules that are not accepted by project 
groups, adds further to this tendency. It is therefore difficult to find out what infor-
mation is actually distributed, and even more difficult to find out what information it 
would be useful to distribute. Thus, the fIrst measure should be the reorganization 
of the information distribution, i.e. to impose an appropriate and accepted structure 
on the organization of work. One possibility would be arranging some meetings like 
the cross-communication groups described in our cases. The information exchange 
could then be supported by computer systems. As information exchange nowadays 
in system development is so unstructured, it seems reasonable that electronic mail, a 
medium without any features for structuring information cooperatively. is used in 
such settings. In more structured settings with certain communication traditions, a 
computer-based project folder with easy access to the shared knowledge and 
material may be useful in combination with an electronic mail system. 

In the nursing case, the cardiological ward was provided with a computer based 
information system. The system contributed to distributing information about the 
patients. This system replaced the nurses' notescraps, and it contained more infor-
mation about every patient than the notescraps, but it could in no way replace any 
other document. At fIrst glance, the cardex and the related information forms appear 
to be obvious candidates for computerization. The nurses may benefit from a 
computer system that reduces the time spent writing the same information several 
times on different forms. 

However, there are some arguments to be considered: fIrst, it can be hard to build a 
computer system with the same flexible structure, representing the patient infor-
mation in many different ways, as the cardex does, although window systems and 
multimedia make this more realistic in the near future. It will then be possible to 
support overview concerning patient information in connecting the cardex with heart 
curves and x-ray pictures. Secondly, the cardex is often used in combination with 
other documents. A computerized cardex makes no sense as long as the other forms 
are only on paper, because this makes it more diffIcult to compare and update the 
different forms. 

In general, computer support for gaining overview has the same characteristics as 
software that we already know: if it is too structured, people will most likely work 
around it (cf. [4], [20]), and if it has too little structure, it will not provide useful 
information (cf. [21]). 
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General design principles 
Finally, let us take a broader look beyond our specific cases. Although we can find 
work settings that appear to be similiar, we must nevertheless expect significant dif-
ferences between them, because there always will be local differences in organiza-
tion of work and communication ( cf. [22]). 

The dependency on the specific work setting indicates that it may be unsuccessful or 
even risky to develop computer systems that are supposed to be generally applicable 
in cooperative work settings. It is probably better to take the specific work setting as 
a starting point and build computer support for a specific organization. The same 
system can have different impacts in different use settings (cf. [23]), therefore 
computer systems for cooperative work have to be evaluated on the basis of the 
specific work situations, too. In order to improve cooperation it can be more benefi-
cial to do something with the task and communication structure than to introduce a 
computer system. 

To what extent are existing cooperation support systems useful? 
Many general-purpose cooperation support systems exist, like meeting, coordina-
tion, information exchange and co-authoring systems. But none of these contribute 
to overview as such. Some of them are very abstract and do not fullfIl the require-
ment specfic work settings are posing, other regulate cooperation by means of very 
inflexible and predefined rules. 

However, e.g. a meeting system or an electronic mail system, together with other 
means of information exchange and recording, can be useful and contribute to over-
view in a specific setting, if they are adopted and integrated in the work context of 
the people who work together. 
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