The Locales Framework: making social thinking
accessible for software practitioners?:

Geral dine Fitzpatrick

| nt roducti on

| was involved in a research group' that was building a
col l aboration environnment called wOrlds (Fitzpatrick, 1995) to
support peopl e working together across space and tinme. The wOrlds
system was supposed to overcone sone of the problens with
previ ous wor kfl owtype approaches that had | ed one user to
comrent “Your system has been designed to be idiotproof, the
trouble is we’re not idiots ...” (Wastell, 1994, p.35). G ven
Suchman’ s description of the situated nature of work and the role
of plans in work (1987), it was easy to understand this
rejection.

In the wOrlds system we tried to account for this socia
t hi nki ng about the situated contingent nature of work practices
by providing shared spaces where work coul d happen dynam cal |y,
rather than a priori workflow prescriptions. Wien it cane to a
prototype inplenentation wwth a group of systens engi neers
however, it quickly becane obvious that the wOrlds system woul d
also likely be rejected but for different reasons — we had
adopted too nuch of the netaphor of the spaces in which they
wor ked i nstead of understandi ng how peopl e used the spaces to get
their work done (Fitzpatrick, 1996). Even though we clained to be

noti vated by considerations of the social realmof work, we still
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‘got it wong'. In getting it wong, we also |earnt nore about
t he probl em of designing interactive systens.

This chapter is a reflection on the next phase in our
t hi nki ng about how to incorporate social thinking into our own
software practices for coll aborative systens design. The focus of
this next phase was the devel opnent of the Locales Franework as a
set of concepts based on a notion of place as the primary unit of
anal ysis and design. It was conjectured that the framework could
be used as a shared abstraction to nmedi ate both understandi ng the
nature of work and designing systens to support this work
(Fitzpatrick, 1998).

The main point of this discussion is not so nuch to expound
the details of the Local es Framework but to characterize the
nature of one particul ar endeavor to build socially-situated
software, and to reflect on the Local es Framework as an instance
of the iteration in |earning nore about the probl em of design
itself. In so doing, the chapter is itself an exanple of one of
the mai n points argued here, nanely that the incorporation of
social thinking into software practice is a wicked problemthat
can only be understood increnentally as solutions are tried and
refl ected upon.

To argue the case, this chapter is structured as foll ows.
In the follow ng section, | characterize why we need soci al
thinking in software practice by defining the problem space as
‘wicked. I go on to describe our own iteration through a
probl em sol uti on space that led us to think about a shared

abstraction and a netaphor of place as an appropriate response to



the difficulties we had encountered. | then outline the Local es
Framework as an instance of a shared abstraction for
under st andi ng and desi gning application software for the support
of coll aboration, defining locale as the unit of analysis, and
outlining the five franework aspects. Finally | reflect on our
experiences in using the franework as a way of incorporating
social thinking into software practice for collaborative systens.

| also reflect nore generally on the role of such abstractions.

Wy we need ‘social thinking’ in software practice
In their book called “Conputer Science: A Mdern Introduction”
(1988, first published 1982), Col dschlager and Lister
characterize the conputer revolution as the “augnmentation of
man’ s nental powers (where) the pressing of a button can cause a
machine to performintricate cal culations, to make conpl ex
decisions, or to store and retrieve vast quantities of
information.” (op.cit., p.1). The algorithm- “a sequence of
steps which if faithfully performed will result in the task, or

y

process, being carried out.” (op.cit., p.2) - is the pivotal
construct that typifies traditional software practice.
Requi rement s anal ysi s and design techniques are |argely drawn
from mat hemati cal and engineering traditions and are predicated
on being able to fully specify the problem at hand and devel op a
specification for a systemto address the problem

In the years since, especially with the growth of the

internet, this ‘conputer revolution has becone a ‘comrunication

revolution’ and software applications are inpacting nore directly



on the social space of work and interaction. It is becom ng
increasingly accepted that traditional requirenents gathering
techni ques are no | onger adequate to account for the conplex
dynam c nature of this social world. Wile the algorithmis stil
important in the actual coding of systems, the enphasis in
requirenents gathering shifts to al so understandi ng the social,
organi sational and interactional contexts in which the system
wi Il be used. This noves software practice into a different
probl em space - the nature of this problem space, and the ways of
grappling with it, started to nake nore sense for ne after | cane

across the notion of ‘w cked problens’.

W cked Probl ens, new chall enges for software practice

The term ‘w cked problemi was coined by Rittel and Weber (1973)
to talk about dilemras in social policy planning but also
captured nmuch of our own experience with software practice in
CSCW A wicked problemis usually situated in the social realm
where “the aimis not to find the truth, but to inprove sone
characteristics of the world where people live” (op.cit., p.167)
— our notivation in undertaki ng CSCWresearch was to hel p inprove
the way in which people can work and interact together through
the use of conputer-based support. A w cked probl em can never be
definitively fornulated and the problemis only understood
progressively as solutions are devel oped — we had | earnt a | ot
about the problem of supporting people working together through
devel oping the wOrl ds system Further every instance of a general
wi cked problemis essentially unique — the situatedness of

action. As such, there are no right or wong solutions, only



better or worse ones. Nor are there ‘one size fits all

solutions. Further, the processes for addressing the problem
solution space are inherently iterative and ‘satisficing (Sinon,
1960) .

This definition of wi cked problens helped us to re-frane
some of the general challenges for software practice. Firstly, we
need new ways of thinking about software practice that take
account of the intertw ned problemsolution space and the
iterative processes needed to | earn nore about the problem and
come up with better solutions. Secondly, software needs to be
nore flexible and evol vable if we take seriously the problem
solution iterations (discussion of which is beyond the scope of
this paper). Thirdly, and my focus here, we need new concepts,
nmet hods and techni ques to understand and account for the soci al
realmin which wi cked problens are situated.

Many others were already trying to address variati ons of
these challenges within their own disciplines, as were nmany in
the CSCW community. The story that | go on with here is an
i nstance of our own iteration through the problemsolution space
of trying to bring social thinking to the design of collaborative

systens to support people working together.

Towards the Local es Franmework
Through work reported in the CSCWIiterature, our group was
al ready aware of sone of the general problens in trying to bring
social thinking to software practice. In particular, sone

projects that brought together ethnographers and conputer



scientists e.g., Bentley et al (1992), illustrated the val uabl e

i nsights possi bl e through ethnographi c study of the day-to-day
practices of people whose work was to be supported. These
projects also highlighted the general difficulties in noving from
study insights to design.

Agai nst this background, we were also starting to | earn how
to incorporate social thinking into our own practice. As stated
previously, we learnt of the limtations of prescriptive
solutions for the support of work from experiences with workfl ow
systens and from Suchman’s (1987) discussions of the roles of
plans in work practice. This led us to the wOrlds system
(Fitzpatrick et al, 1995). W did not nmake any a priori
assunpti ons about how work shoul d happen in wOrlds, but instead
provi ded shared spaces as settings for situated action to unfold.

We were al so convinced that the social science approaches
were nore appropriate than traditional requirenents techniques
for uncovering and understanding situated work practices in
conpl ex domai ns. Havi ng undertaken a course in this area, | then
carried out an ethnographic-based study of a group of systens
engineers with a view to understanding their needs so that we
could tailor wOrlds for their use. Fromthis we |learnt two
further | essons first hand.

The exact details of the wOrlds system the study, and the
| essons learnt are not directly relevant here. Wat is rel evant
is how these | essons notivated the next iteration through the

probl em sol uti on space towards the Local es FranmeworKk.

Motivating a netaphor of place



The first lesson was to do with the m smatch between the
cont ai nnent nodel of shared space inadvertently enbodied in
wOrlds and the ways in which the engi neers worked. Many features
of wOrlds, such as bounded spaces, were sinulated fromthe

physi cal domai n, supposedly to enable people to work in

‘fam liar’ ways. The systens engineers, on the other hand, were
al ready exploiting features of their conmputing environment to
work in novel ways that neither wOrlds nor their physical spaces
coul d support.

As with many ot her systens based on a spatial netaphor, a
wOr | ds room can be characterized by notions of group related to a
bounded space, where you are either in or out, and see everything
or nothing. The systens engineers’ work on the other hand can be
better characterized by “individuals in nmultiple groups’ who nmake
use of a variety of physical and virtual spaces as places of
wor k, and where notions of relationships around centres are nore
rel evant than contai nnent by boundaries. (Mre detailed
di scussions can be found in Fitzpatrick et al (1996) and
Fitzpatrick (1998).)

On seeing this msmatch between the instantiation of a
spatial nmetaphor in wOrlds, and the rich ways the systens
engi neers used their virtual and physical spaces, | started to
t hi nk about place instead of space as a guiding design principle
— where place arises in the lived rel ationship between peopl e and
t he spaces they use. Conincidentally others were al so noving
towards this notion of place rather than space (Harrison and

Dourish, 1996).



Motivating a shared abstracti on approach

The second | esson, simlar to the experiences of many others in
the CSCW comunity (Plowran et al, 1995), was that gathering,
interpreting, and translating qualitative data for the purposes
of systens design was difficult. Even though |I came froma
conmputi ng background and undertook the study with design in m nd,
it was still difficult to describe the work domain in a way that
made sense to other technol ogists and that pointed to the
appropriate fornms of support that would work for the engineers

si tuation.

Refl ecting nore generally, CSCWis a nulti-disciplinary
communi ty; those concerned w th understandi ng and those concerned
with designing tend to conme fromdifferent backgrounds, neither
of which fully prepares their proponents to work at the
conjunction of the two areas.

On the one hand, as systens designers, we are not
traditionally trained to undertake qualitative studies or to nmake
sense of sociol ogical accounts of work. Wiile we mght want to
support the ‘social’ insights that enmerge from ot hers’ workpl ace
studies, it can be difficult to translate these insights into the
substance of design’, e.g., see Kaplan et al (1997).

On the other hand, social science traditions used within
CSCW be they ethnonet hodol ogy, distributed cognition, activity
t heory, and so on, were never intended to address the demands of
systens design. Plowman et al (1995), for exanple, tal k about the
| ack of a translation process whereby accounts of the soci al

organi zation of work can be translated into design information.



A fundanental source of many of the tensions between
under st andi ng and desi gning could be the role of abstractions or
nodels in the different world-views. Button and Dourish (1996)
suggest that conputer scientists view abstractions as generative
in that they give rise to, as well as characterize, system action
wher eas et hnonet hodol ogi sts (and perhaps other social scientists)
vi ew abstractions as anal ytic expl anati ons of social action.

Solutions had thus far tended to be driven nore fromthe
soci al sciences — for hybrid forns of social science (Shapiro,
1994) and for nore pragmatic ethnographic processes (Hughes et
al, 1994).

Not wanting to engage in a discussion of the
generative/anal ytical duality of abstractions, but having
experienced the issues first hand, | started to think about
whet her an abstraction shared by both ‘understanders’ and
desi gners coul d be a possible solution. The chall enge was to
create an abstraction that accounted for and was grounded in the
sociality of work and all owed for the uniqueness of each
wor kpl ace setting (the w ckedness of the problem domain), while
al so accounting for the pragmati c needs of design and systens
bui | di ng.

The Local es Franework came to be this shared abstraction

based on a netaphor of place.

Local es Framewor k
The Local es Franmework, then, grew out of our own experiences and
t he experiences of the broader CSCWcommunity w th understandi ng

and desi gni ng. Underpi nning the evolution of the Franework was
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the work of a prom nent Anerican sociol ogist, Ansel m Strauss, and
his theory of action (1993). As a non-social scientist, | found
that Strauss’ work gave a coherent conceptual nap agai nst which
to make sense of many of ad hoc insights enmerging fromthe

wor kpl ace studies being reported in the literature’.

The central concepts of the theory that | drew upon include
social worlds, action, interaction, and trajectory. A social
world is the fundanental buil ding block of collective action
(Clarke, 1991). Menbers of a social world are bonded by a common,
sonetimes inplicit, goal and perform actions towards the
coll ective purpose. Actions are always enbedded in interactions,
which are continually pernuting. Social worlds need ‘sites and
nmeans’ to facilitate their shared interactions. An interaction
trajectory captures the issues about how courses of action evolve

over tine.

Locale as the Unit of Analysis & Design

The primary unit of analysis and design in the Local es Franework
is ‘locale’. Locale doesn’t exist a priori as does a space or
room Rather, a locale is the place constituted in the ongoing
rel ati onshi p between people in a particular social world and the
‘site and neans’ they use to neet their interactional needs,
i.e., the space together with the resources available there. As
such, the framework is based on a netaphor of place as the |ived
interaction wth space and resources.

In contrast to metaphors of space, which enbody principles
of boundaries and contai nnent, e.g., see Roseman and G eenberg,

(1996), a nmetaphor of place enbodies principle of centers giving
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rise to relationships (Fitzpatrick, 2000). The shared purpose of
the social world, for exanple, provides a centre around which the
peopl e, spaces and resources nmake sense. Wth the notion of
centers cone other notions, for exanple, of relationships around
the centre, of distances fromthe centre potentially definable
along multiple different dinmensions, and of dynam cally varying
rel ati onships of centers to one another.

It is because |locale arises in the relationship between a
social world and its use of space as place, that it is
potentially suitable as a shared abstraction for both
under st andi ng and desi gning, albeit used with slightly different
enphases for each

For understandi ng, the enphasis is put on people and their
actions/interactions, i.e., on their appropriation and evol ution
of ‘site and neans’ as place for the practical acconplishnent of
work. This allows for the conplex, dynam c and situated
‘“interactional’ aspects of work to be accounted for but not in
i solation fromwhere and how those interactions happen.

For designing, the enphasis is put on the ‘site and neans’
that are used by nenbers of the social world to neet their needs,
and how better ‘sites and nmeans’ or affordances could be designed
for neeting interactional needs. This allows for the pragmatic
needs of design, focusing on the nore stable ‘environnental’

aspects enabling interaction but not in isolation fromtheir use.

Local es Franmewor k Aspects
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Inits current state, the Local es Framework is conposed of five
aspects. Each of these aspects characterizes the nature of work
froma different perspective.

Local e Foundations: W first identify the group or socia
worl d of concern, |ooking at features such as the shared goal,
how nenbership is defined, what are the internal structures
Wi thin the group, and so on. W then identify their |ocale as
constituted by the spaces, objects, tools and resources they use
to support their interactions. Locale is the foundation for the
rest of the framework in so far as the features identified here
facilitate or constrain the life of the social world, as
uncovered by the remai ni ng aspects.

CGvic Structures: This is the broader environnent in which
the social world and its |ocal es exist. Depending on what is
rel evant, the environment could be physical, spatial,
geogr aphi cal , organi sational, informational, professional,
| egi slative, and so on. W can al so consider the externa
i nfluences on a locale, locale Iifecycle processes, how | ocal es
are structured and related, and how i nteraction between |ocal es
IS supported.

I ndi vidual Views: This accounts for the fact that groups
are made up of idiosyncratic individuals who each belong to
mul tiple social worlds sinmultaneously. Different nenbers can hold
different views over the one |l ocale. Individuals also manage and
negotiate different |ocale views sinultaneously over the nultiple
| ocales in which they participate at dynam cally varying | evels

of intensity.
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Interaction Trajectory: This accounts for the social world
and locale ‘in action’ over tine: past, present and future;
cycles, rhythms and phases; the performance of work and the
articul ation of work; routines, contingencies and breakdowns;
information flows; workflows; and so on.

Mutuality: Mutuality is the very glue of collaborative
activity — how presence is enabled in a | ocal e and how awar eness
of that presence is supported. Miutuality enables the ‘w
guestions to be answered, e.g., who, what, when, where, why, and
(alnost a “w ) how.

These aspects are explored in detail in Fitzpatrick (1998).
The notivations for choosing these aspects are described; and for
each aspect, various properties are identified, together with
various di nensions along which the properties could be
characterized. As an exanple, a property of interest for a social
world mght be ‘role’. Roles could be characterized al ong
di mensi ons such as the following: fixed — fluid; formally defined
— informal; inposed — socially agreed upon; assigned — self-
sel ected; generic — specific. Questions can al so be asked about
how the roles arise and evolve, how they are rel ated, how t hey
are known about, etc.

While we draw out the five aspects explicitly as if
separate orthogonal entities, they are in fact highly
i nt erdependent and overl apping. The point of the aspects is to
suggest different perspectives on the sane phenonenon, bringing
aspects to the fore that can otherwi se be forgotten. Some aspects

m ght be nore relevant or inportant for a particular situation or
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design focus than others. Further, even if the design focus is on
a particular artefact, for exanple, the framework can provi de a
background agai nst which the artefact could be viewed in a fish-
eye effect. In these ways, it is hoped we can gain a nore

holistic view of the domain of interest.

Usi ng the Local es Framewor k

Usi ng the Local es Framework for design generally involves a two-
phase approach, as outlined in the followi ng. This two-phase
approach would then be iterative, in the fashion of all w cked
probl ens, as the inplenentation of solutions sheds nore |ight on
the nature of the problens, |leading to better solutions, and so

on.

Phase 1 —Understanding the Current Locales The aimof the first
phase is to understand the | ocales of interest in their current
state fromthe perspective of the interactional needs of a social
worl d. This could involve using the framework to structure and
make sense of existing ethnographic (or other) data.
Alternatively, it could involve going into the domain and
directly engaging in the data gathering process.

For designers who do not have a social science background,
the framework could be used as a sensitising device to help
notivate initial questions and observations. For designers who do
have a social science background, the framework coul d be used to
hel p structure data in a formrelevant to the purposes of design.

For users engaged in the design process, the framework coul d be
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used to initiate a conversation to articulate their |ocal es of
wor k and how these are used in their work.

For all these ‘understanding purposes, it was hoped that
the framework would be sufficiently rich enough to guide the
designer to ook for the facilitating and constraining features
in the practical acconplishment of work. At the sane tine, it was
hoped that the framework woul d be general enough so as not to
prescribe nor circunscribe all that is of interest so that the
uni queness of each situation could still enmerge in the account of

t he wor kpl ace.

Phase 2 —Evol ving New Local es The aimof the second phase is to
expl ore possibilities for how existing |local e(s) could be
enhanced to better support the activities that take place there,
or how new | ocal es could be evol ved.

Thi s noves the focus beyond the energent situated nature of
work per se to the features and nechani sns of the spaces and
resources of the |ocale that support, or have the potential to
support, that work. It does this, though, in a way that is driven
by interactional needs, understanding the broader context in
which that interaction happens, not by a priori assunptions of
t echnol ogi cal solutions or by idealised abstractions of action.

The design options for neeting those needs can then be
expl ored. The types of questions that would drive this process
woul d be donain specific, however exanples of typical questions
m ght include the foll owi ng: Wat interactional needs does the

social world have that are poorly or inadequately supported in
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their current |ocale(s)? How can the existing |locale(s) of a
soci al world be augnented or enhanced to better support
mutual ity, or individual views, or civic structures, or
interaction trajectory? Can technol ogy enabl e new ways of
wor ki ng? Can new social worlds be facilitated if conputer-based
spaces and resources were provided to be used as | ocal e?

Hence, the second phase is about exploiting the strengths
of any avail abl e nedi um physical or conputational, and the
synergy anong them to better neet the social world needs

identified in the first phase."*

I n Summary

The Local es Franework was proposed as a set of concepts for
describing what is as well as envisioning what could be. Wile it
relies on qualitative nethods, it has been specifically notivated
by the needs of systens design. Wiile it is noving towards
systens design, design decisions are grounded in an understandi ng
of the group’s needs. Hence, the framework tries to enbrace both
soci al and technical concerns and nedi ate bot h.

It needs to be interpreted and used by designers as a tool
not a recipe. It can be a sensitizing device, giving ‘social
thinking’ pointers or heuristics for key elenents of a
col | aborative work environnent. It can also help focus on the use
of space and its affordances for support of interaction, space
and its affordances being the very concerns of software practice.
At the same tine it is sufficiently high-level, open and
i nconpl ete so as not to prescribe nor circunscribe all that is of

interest. Hence, the franework is a shared abstraction in the
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sense of being a common background or starting point against
whi ch domai n-specific concepts and abstracti ons can be drawn, and
desi gn sol utions can be expl ored.

Does the framework capture the ‘right’ aspects or the only
possi bl e aspects for the support of collaborative work? Surely
not. As with all w cked problens, a robust dial ogue between
expl oration of abstract franeworks and their use in practice is
essential if either is to be advanced. Hence, this is an early
wor king franmework that will be evolved with use for the purposes
of both anal yzi ng work domai ns and desi gni ng, building and
depl oyi ng systens for coll aboration support within those domains.
In the follow ng section, | begin some of this reflective

di al ogue.

Ref | ecti ons
The refl ections presented here are based on ny own and ot her
col | eagues’ experiences in using the Local es Framework. These
include the following: a study of a telehealth environnment, with
insights feeding into the design of new facilities for support of
renote consultation (Kaplan and Fitzpatrick, 1997); a study of a
group of distributed researchers (Fitzpatrick et al, 1998); a
study and facilitated workshop with a governnment departnent wth
a focus on their informati on and communi cation flows; a heuristic
eval uati on of two groupware systens (G eenberg et al, 1999); the
design of a generic collaborative tool kit enbodyi ng sone of the
principles fromthe Local es Franework (Mansfield et al, 1997);
and various wor kshops describing the franework to people from

i ndustry.
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On the framework...

Qur experiences do suggest that the framework concepts have been
able to provide a starting point for thinking about the broader
contexts in which our applications will be enbedded. In

hi ndsi ght, this has proved nost useful for software engi neers who
do not have a social science background and who do not want to,

or know how to, engage with the intricacies of social theories —
the framework can offer nore than traditional software

requi rements techniques alone for bringing social thinking into
software practi ce.

The franmework is not an algorithm c solution, for CSCW
concerns at |east. As expected, this has proved to be both a
strength and a weakness.

Its strength is that, in presenting such a broad brush of
concepts, it can provide enough structure to support the
begi nni ngs of understanding while still allowing for the
uni queness of each workplace to demand appropriate attention. The
wor kaday world is rich and conpl ex, and by definition, such
concepts will always be inconplete and i nadequate. Renenberi ng
that every instance of a w cked problemis unique, every
situation wll have unique issues, concerns, needs etc.
Respecting this uni queness and conplexity, the aspects are not
sinple distinct areas to be worked through in order as a
sinplifying fornula; they are interlinked, and their articulation
is highly increnmental and evolutionary, providing a nulti-faceted
lens to help interpret and structure the conplexity from

di fferent angles, but only as deemed appropriate. Utimtely, it
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is about letting the situation itself guide and informwhat are
the inportant issues and if/how the framework can be nost
usefully applied. As discussed by Beck (this volune), what
doesn’t fit can be a val uabl e anal ytic resource.

Having said this, the framework, especially as |aid out
with characterizing properties and di nensions for each aspect,
can usefully serve as a set of heuristics or a sensitizing
checklist. A danger however is that sone people mght think these
can be applied in a nmechanistic cookbook fashion as if sufficient
for ‘social thinking . Cbviously this would trivialise the donmain
under consideration and ignore the practical acconplishnent of
both the work we seek to support and the work required for
under st nadi ng and desi gni ng.

Its weakness, therefore, is that, not being an algorithmc
solution, there is considerable effort required to creatively and
intelligently interpret, evolve, extend, or even discard (aspects
of ) the Local es Franmework for the situation at hand; hence people
are integral to the process. For the nore ‘traditional’ conputer
scientists | have worked with, this has proved to be problematic,
expl ai ned perhaps by the nore structured mat hemati cal / engi neeri ng
bias in their education. It could just be the case that sone
conmputer scientists will never want to use any such framework
t hensel ves, preferring instead that others engage in the
under st andi ng wor k.

It could also be the case that the processes for actually
usi ng the framework have not been expl ai ned clearly enough.

Articulation of the franework to date has concentrated on | aying
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out the various aspects and associ ated concepts, not on how to
apply them To facilitate wi der use, the processes for working
with the framework shoul d be nade nore visible and accessi bl e.
Hopefully this effort will becone easier as we build up a corpus
of studi es and experiences.

A further weakness of the framework can be seen with
regards to design. Wile it has been very useful for notivating
desi gn decisions at a higher conceptual level, it hasn’'t been as
useful for inform ng the substance of design for specific
solutions; the designer is still left to translate the
notivations into actual systens. While this is better than ad hoc
“inmplications for design” included at the end of many workpl ace
studies, there is still a long way to go.

A design strength on the other hand is that use of the
framework did prove useful for pronoting design decisions that
t ook account of the broader context of work. Wth [ocale as the
unit of presentation in the design notivation, together with the
di fferent framework perspectives, we are able to tell a nore
conplete story of what could be. For exanple, the design
suggestions for the group of distributed researchers not only
t ouched upon new technol ogi es to augnent the existing |ocale, but
al so new ways of using their existing physical spaces and
furni shings and technol ogies, as well as pointing to critica
i nter-organi sati onal issues.

In using the framework, the questions of how to design
better |ocales, or what even constitutes a better |ocale, becones

hi ghlighted as a significant issue. At the nonent, this is
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largely left to the intuition and skill of the designer. In one
sense, this is not a problemsince design is a creative process.
The difficulty is related nore to the relative newness of CSCW
design as a field, and nore generally the newness of software
practice around interactive systenms. O her creative design

di sci plines such as architecture have rich well-established
traditions to draw upon®. Such design know edge about socially-
situated systens is only beginning to evolve. Are there
princi pl ed approaches that coul d suggest what constitutes a

better |ocal e design?

On the relationship to other social thinking approaches ...

The Local es Franework i s obviously not the only approach for
dealing with wi cked problens and for bringing social thinking
into software practice. The Scandi navi an/ Parti ci patory Design
community has a long tradition of engaging with users in a
“cont extual approach to design of conputer artifacts” Kyng
(1998). The MJST net hod devel oped by Bodker et al (this vol une)
and Soft Systens Met hodol ogy (Checkl and, 1981) are other
simlarly notivated approaches.

O her conceptual frameworks have al so been devel oped.
Hughes et al (1997), for exanple, proposed a nunber of viewpoints
for presenting ethnographic data to designers. Coming nore from
an HCl /user-centered design background, Beyer and Holtzbl att
(1998) have devel oped vari ous work nodels (1998) for providing a
structured representation of user work practices. Interestingly,

there is considerable overlap in the representati onal concepts of
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both these approaches and the Local es Framework aspects despite
bei ng devel oped rel atively simnmultaneously and i ndependently.

Per haps the cl osest approach to the Local es Framework is
Activity Theory. At sone |levels, Activity Theory can serve nany
of the sanme functions as the Local es Framework: a unit of
anal ysi s that enconpasses both the social and the technical; a
focus on the broader context not just on technology or artefacts
in isolation; enabling description of what is as well as
envi si oni ng what could be; and so on.

On the other hand, the conplexity and plurality of
expressions of Activity Theory can make it difficult to cone to
grips with — at | east that has been ny experience. For the
pur poses of design, it is very nmuch a theory under evolution. The
efforts reflected in the work of people such as Bodker (1991),
Engestrom (1991), Kaptelinin (this volune), and Kuutti (1992) are
i nportant contributions to hel ping make Activity Theory nore
accessible to software practitioners.

Per haps the key difference between the Local es Framewor k
approach and these other approaches is its purposeful focus on
provi di ng an open evol vabl e franework of concepts that can be
rel evant for both understanding the social situation and for
relati ng software developnment to it. In this way, the Locales
Framework is not just a tool for potentially making social
t hi nki ng accessible for software practitioners but it also

n 6

attenpts to “nmediate joint practice” through the devel opnent of

shar ed abstracti ons.
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On the prinmacy of abstractions or people ...

On a final reflective note, the previous discussions about the
open evol vabl e nature of the Local es Franework, and about the
critical role of people in interpreting and using the framework,
beg the question of what role the shared abstractions really do
play in nediating joint practice.

In attenpting to account for the uni queness of each
situation and not wanting to provide a solution that prescribes
or circunscribes all that is of interest, the concepts have been
deli berately characterized in very open ways. But do the concepts
then end up so high-level and open as to be of limted value for
bot h under st andi ng and desi gni ng?

To what extent does the assunption that a tool kit such as
the Local es Franework coul d be useful for software practitioners
ignore the invisible work in the skilled practical acconplishnent
of social thinking (Forsythe, 1999)7?

How does the framework becone a shared abstraction in the
first place? Is it an idealized expectation? Sharing does not
happen by decree but by active engagenent and negoti ation, but by
whom and how? What is actually shared? These processes have not
been explicitly addressed to date.

To what extent does the articulation of a framework such as
the Local es Franework, and the assunption about it being shared,

i nadvertently give primacy to the conceptual tool and not the
people in the process? Are the successful outcones due nore to

the people involved and their sensitivities and creativity rather
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than to the framework itself? Is this also the case for the other
conpl ement ary approaches just noted?

Instead of | ooking for shared abstractions, is it ‘shared
peopl e we need, people who can engage with both the
under st andi ng of social needs and the practice of software
desi gn, who can be edge dwellers of both communities, and who can
facilitate and nediate the right sorts of dial ogue? How woul d we
define or legitimze the role of such people in software
practice?

These are open questions for nme. | started this chapter by
saying that it would a reflection of the next phase of our own
journey in trying to incorporate social thinking into our
software practices to create coll aboration systens that woul d
actually be useful. |’ve gone on to descri be the Local es
Framework as if it were the product of this phase. Maybe instead
what | have been describing is part of ny own process towards
becom ng a ‘shared person’, an edge dweller — itself an ongoing
process of ‘doing social thinking in software practice. Being a
wi cked problem we' Il only |earn nore about these questions as we

try different sol utions.
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Not es

1. The wOrlds group, led by Sinon Kaplan, was |located first at
the University of Illinois at Urbana Chanpaign in the US, and was
re-established at the Distributed Systens Technol ogy Centre in
Australia in 1995. In Illinois, the group nmenbers included Bil
Tol one, Doug Bogi a, Ted Phel ps, Mark Fitzpatrick, and Annette
Feng. In Australia, nenbers included Ted Phel ps, Mark
Fitzpatrick, Tim Mansfi el d.

2. There are now sone innovative prograns bei ng devel oped, e.g.,
at University of Karlskrona/ Ronneby and the |Information

Envi ronments program at the University of Queensland, that are
attenpting to educate people with a mx of social and technical
skills.

3. Wiile this theory played a critical role in the evol ution of
the franmework, it is not needed in the application of the
framework - ultimately the framework perspectives can be

noti vated, used and popul ated i ndependent of Strauss’ theory.

4. Note the focus here is not on how to re-create physical
domains in the virtual realm nor on howto nmake virtua

interactions ‘just |ike face-to-face interactions.
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5. For exanple, nost 'good’ hones are designed with basic
conmponents of kitchen, bathroom 1iving room and bedroom The
creativity is in the detail of the conmponents, how they are

rel ated together and how the facade of the hone is presented.
6. | amgrateful to Yvonne Dittrich for highlighting this point

for me (personal conmunication, Nov 2000).
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