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Abstract 

This paper presents another iteration in the ongoing 
CSCW dialogue between the understanding of work and the 
design of systems to support work. We overview the Locales 
Framework (and its five aspects of locale foundations, in-
dividual views, civic structures, interaction trajectory, and 
mutuality) as a shared abstraction for both understanding 
and designing. We describe the use of the framework in a 
telehealth case study and discuss the implications of the 
framework for the design of generic toolkit environments, 
as interpreted in the prototype system called Orbit. We 
conclude with a critique of the framework and suggestions 
for further iterations in the dialogue. 

 

1. Introduction 

The key challenge for the Computer Supported Coopera-
tive Work (CSCW) community could be described as solv-
ing the twin problems of how best to understand work for 
the purposes of design, and how best to design systems for 
the purposes of work [23]. Despite widespread growth of 
networked computers, advances in technologies, and over 
twelve years of CSCW research, pervasive use of coopera-
tive work support environments remains more a goal than a 
reality.  Does this mean we are not understanding well, or 
not designing well, or both?  We suggest the answer lies 
more in the relationship between the two.  A significant part 
of what makes building cooperative work support so hard is 
the absence of a set of abstractions shared among the stake-
holders (designers, sociologists, users, etc).  This causes a 
‘communications gap’  between how work is understood and 
how systems are designed.   

This paper presents the Locales Framework as a princi-
pled approach that allows for construction of shared ab-
stractions among stakeholders, bridging the gap between 
social and technical concerns with a common language.  
We illustrate the application of the framework to a tele-

health workplace study and design project, and to a proto-
type design.  To motivate the Locales Framework, we first 
explore the nature of the tension between understanding and 
designing that the framework seeks to address. 

2. The Understanding &  Designing Gap 

CSCW is addressing a problem that is essentially wicked 
[21]. A wicked problem is usually situated in the social 
realm, where “ the aim is not to find the truth, but to im-
prove some characteristics of the world where people live”  
[21] (p. 167). A wicked problem can never be definitively 
formulated. In fact, the problem is only understood pro-
gressively as solutions are developed. As such, there are no 
right or wrong solutions, only better or worse ones. This is 
in contrast to tame problems – such as many engineering 
problems – that, however complex, can be specified, and 
for which optimal solutions are possible.  

CSCW as a field is concerned with the wicked problem 
of how to improve the way in which people work together 
through the use of computer-based support. The activities 
of understanding and designing are intertwined, and integral 
to both the definition and solution of the problem. 

As a multi-disciplinary community, those in CSCW con-
cerned with understanding and those concerned with de-
signing come from distinctly different backgrounds, neither 
of which fully prepares their proponents to work at the con-
junction of the two areas.   

Computer scientists have found that traditional ap-
proaches to requirements analysis and design are not able to 
account for the contingent complexity of lived cooperative 
work. Reported experiences with inappropriate applications 
of workflow technologies are examples of this [17] [27]. 
Also, while systems designers might want to support the 
‘social’  insights that emerge from workplace studies, e.g., 
the importance of situated action [26], they are not trained 
to make sense of sociological accounts of work, and they 
struggle with how to actually translate social insights into 
the substance of design [16] [15].   



On the other hand, social scientists, be they from eth-
nomethodology, distributed cognition, activity theory [18], 
and so on, struggle with how to extend or evolve their tradi-
tional approaches to meet the demands of systems design 
[10], demands that their approaches were never intended to 
address. This has raised a number of challenges. For exam-
ple, Plowman et al [20] talk about the lack of a translation 
process whereby accounts of the social organisation of 
work can be translated into design information. Shapiro 
[24] proposes that hybrid forms of social science should be 
evolved from combining traditional forms in ways more 
appropriate for uncovering design information.  

A fundamental source of many of the tensions between 
understanding and designing has been the role of abstrac-
tions or models in the different world-views. Button and 
Dourish [3] suggest that computer scientists view abstrac-
tions as generative in that they give rise to as well as char-
acterise system action whereas ethnomethodologists (and 
perhaps other social scientists) view abstractions as analytic 
explanations or descriptions of social action.  

For our purposes, the point is not to engage in a futile 
discussion of the generative/analytical duality. Rather, we 
want to develop a viewpoint that can be used both analyti-
cally and generatively by all stakeholders, aiding the com-
munication of workplace and work-practice information to 
designers, and design information to the workplace.   

This is challenging. While the problem of how to im-
prove the way in which people work together through the 
use of computer-based support is wicked, the form of sup-
port to be designed needs to be stated as a tame problem if 
it is to be built as software and hardware. The challenge 
then is to find an abstraction that accounts for and is 
grounded in the sociality of work and the uniqueness of 
each workplace setting, while also accounting for the prag-
matic needs of design and systems building. 

In this paper, we propose the Locales Framework as one 
approach to meeting this challenge and discuss the way in 
which we have used the Locales Framework for both under-
standing and designing for CSCW. 

3. Locales Framework 

The Locales Framework (a preliminary version was pre-
sented at OzCHI96 [8]) grew out of the broader CSCW 
community experiences with understanding and designing, 
and our own attempts at understanding and designing as 
reported in [8] [6] [15]. We also draw upon notions from 
Strauss’  theory of action [25], namely that actions and in-
teractions are continually permuting, and that social worlds, 
as groups of people who share some commitment to collec-
tive action, provide the major conditions for interaction. 

Locale as the Unit of Analysis &  Design: The primary 
unit of analysis and design in the Locales Framework is 
locale.  Locale is constituted in the relationship between a 
particular social world and its interactional needs, and the 
‘site and means’  its members use to meet those needs, i.e., 

the space together with the resources available there. As 
such, the framework is based on a metaphor of place rather 
than space [7] [8] [9]. This is in contrast to other uses of the 
spatial metaphor in systems design [2] [6] [22]. 

Because locale arises in the relationship between a social 
world and its use of space as place, it is eminently suitable 
as a shared abstraction for both understanding and design-
ing, albeit used in slightly different ways for each. For un-
derstanding, the emphasis is on the appropriation and 
evolution of ‘site and means’  as place for the practical 
accomplishement of work. For designing, the emphasis in 
on the ‘site and means’  that are used to meet those needs, 
and on how better ‘sites and means’  or affordances could be 
built for meeting interactional needs. 

Pr inciples of Perspectives &  Centres: There are two 
organising principles of the Locales Framework. The first 
principle is perspectives or point of view. It applies to the 
framework aspects themselves (different perspectives on the 
life of a social world), to social worlds (different perspec-
tives on wider life), and to the processes of applying the 
framework (the issue that focuses the study, or as the theo-
retical, professional, experiential background that the de-
signer brings to the process).    

The second organising principle is centres. With the no-
tion of centres come other notions, for example, of relation-
ships around the centre, of distances from the centre poten-
tially definable along multiple different dimensions, and of 
dynamically varying relationships of centres to one another. 
In this way, the effect of boundaries, and hence the affor-
dances provided by boundaries for privacy and separation, 
can still be achieved by the degrees and limits of participa-
tion or distance from the centre, but in a more flexible and 
multi-layered way than traditional space-based approaches.  

Locales Framework Aspects: In its current state, the 
Locales Framework is composed of five aspects. Each of 
these aspects characterises the nature of work from a differ-
ent perspective. We explore these perspectives in far more 
detail in [4], identifying various properties of the aspect and 
the dimensions along which the properties could be charac-
terised. Here we will give a brief overview of each. 
• Locale Foundations: We first identify the group or social 

world of concern, looking at features such as how mem-
bership is defined, what are the internal structures within 
the group, and so on. We then identify their locale as 
constituted by the spaces, objects, tools and resources 
they use to support their interactions. Locale is the foun-
dation for the rest of the framework in so far as the fea-
tures identified here facilitate or constrain the life of the 
social world, as uncovered by the remaining aspects. 

• Civic Structures: This is the broader context in which the 
social world and its locales exist. In particular we con-
sider the external influences on a locale, locale lifecycle 
processes, how locales are structured and related, and 
how interaction between locales is supported. 

• Individual Views: This accounts for the fact that groups 
are made up of idiosyncratic individuals who each belong 



to multiple social worlds simultaneously. This aspect 
considers the different views that different members can 
hold over the one locale. It also considers the different 
locale views that an individual manages and negotiates 
simultaneously over the multiple locales in which they 
participate at dynamically varying levels of intensity. 

• Interaction Trajectory: This accounts for the social world 
and locale ‘ in action’  over time: past, present and future; 
cycles, rhythms and phases; the performance of work and 
the articulation 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 locale and how 
awareness of that presence is supported. Mutuality en-
ables the ‘w’  questions to be answered, e.g., who, what, 
when, where, why, and (almost a ‘w’ ) how. 
These five aspects are highly interdependent and over-

lapping. Consideration of one aspect necessarily sheds light 
on other aspects. For example, when we look at individual 
view over multiple locales, we might also need to look at 
the ‘civic’  relationships among those locales, the different 
rhythms and cycles of each locale in action, how the indi-
vidual is able to be aware of what is going on in the differ-
ent locales in order to manage her multiple involvements, 
and the role of different features and/or objects in the lo-
cales in all of these interactions. Together, the aspects have 
the potential to capture many characteristics of the life of a 
social world, from local to global, individual to group, 
static to dynamic, formal to informal, and so on. 

The Locales Framework can play a communication role 
between the two key activities in CSCW, understanding and 
designing.  Our intent is that a locales-framework-based 
description of a collaborative work situation can be ‘owned’  
by a variety of stakeholders, in the following ways, thus 
meeting the challenge laid out in section 2: 
• Understanding: The Locales Framework can be a starting 

point to help sensitise the analyst and designer to the key 
elements of a collaborative work situation. In exploring 
the situation first hand, the Framework aspects can be 
used to motivate initial questions and observations. In 
working with pre-existing study data, the Framework as-
pects can also be used as a basis for structuring the data.  

• Designing: Designers can use the Locales Framework 
aspects to help identify where features can be added to 
enhance existing locales, or to help identify where new 
locales can be created in order to coalesce the distributed 
life of an existing group or to facilitate the emergence of 
a new social world. These enhanced or constructed lo-
cales may be physical, or computer-based (we will call 
them virtual), or a mix of both physical and virtual fea-
tures. The CSCW designer is specifically interested in the 
design of computer-based features. A strength of the Lo-
cales Framework for CSCW design is that decisions 
about computer-based support are driven by interactional 
needs, in the total context of how that interaction hap-

pens, rather than by a priori assumptions about the repre-
sentational metaphor at the interface.  
Thus, from a methodological viewpoint, the Locales 

Framework is best used in a multi-phase approach, starting 
naturally with analysis of existing locales of work, and 
shifting focus to design of new or enhanced locales, before 
iterating as understanding of the wicked problem emerges. 

In summary, the Locales Framework can be seen as pro-
viding for the following: 1. A common language for under-
standing and design; 2. Potential consideration of issues 
from group to individual, local setting to global context, 
micro scale to macro scale, and structure to process; 3. A 
focus on the use of space and its affordances for support of 
interaction, space and its affordances being the very sup-
ports that CSCW is concerned with building; 4. Applicabil-
ity to a wide variety of domains, physical, virtual, or mixed; 
5. A common approach for describing what is as well as 
envisioning what could be; and 6. A framework rich enough 
to point to key elements of a collaborative environment but 
sufficiently high-level, open and incomplete so as not to 
prescribe nor circumscribe all that is of interest. 

As with all wicked problems, we believe that a robust 
dialogue between exploration of abstract frameworks and 
their use in practice is essential if either is to be advanced. 
Hence, we acknowledge that this is a working framework 
that will be evolved as we use it for the purposes of both 
analysing work domains and designing, building and de-
ploying systems for collaboration support within those do-
mains. In the following sections, we report on experiences 
of using the Locales Framework both for understanding and 
designing.  The first report focuses a telehealth environment 
where we both studied the environment and used the result-
ing Locales Framework insights to design new facilities for 
support of collaboration.  The second report focuses on our 
design of Orbit, a generic collaborative work toolkit em-
bodying principles from the Locales Framework. For those 
who might be interested, we have also used the framework 
to study a group of distributed researchers, reports of which 
can be found in [4] [5]. Space precludes discussion of this 
study here. 

4. Telehealth Study 

This case study [4] [14] is of a telehealth situation in-
volving remote medical consultations among the Intensive 
Care Units (ICUs) of three hospitals. Intensive care tele-
health is concerned with making clinical expertise, usually 
sited in a metropolitan tertiary hospital, more widely avail-
able to less well resourced regional hospitals. The focus of 
this study was on testing the usefulness of the Locales 
Framework for understanding work needs and guiding sys-
tems design to meet those needs. 

 An ICU is a busy, noisy, high stress, unpredictable envi-
ronment in which to work. The patients in ICU are gener-
ally critically ill, often unconscious, and mostly connected 
to a plethora of machines, monitors and tubes, all of which 



require a high degree of expertise to manage and interpret. 
Figure 1 depicts the patient locale and civic structures of 
ICU from a patient’s perspective, where the elements clos-
est to the centre are closely involved in the patient’s care 
and those more distant less so.  

In a face-to-face bedside consultation, the participating 
doctors have shared perceptual access to the rich environ-
ment of the patient, assorted machines, other staff, and, 
most importantly, to the patient record containing clinician 
notes, test results, etc. Further, the doctors already have an 
established relationship, or at the very least knowledge of 
the others’  skill levels and areas of expertise, on which to 
base their level of trust in the information conveyed. 

The need for inter-ICU consultations arises when the 
specialist expertise or resources needed to care for the pa-
tient are not available at the regional site. Current consulta-
tion practices between ICUs use the telephone as the me-
dium of communication. The doctor at the remote site initi-
ates a call, usually to a tertiary centre. The primary purpose 
of the call is to communicate complex patient information 
for advice on diagnosis or on-going management, or to re-
quest that the tertiary centre accept the patient as a transfer.  

Using the Locales Framework, we can characterise the 
current consultation locale, depicted in Figure 2, as a tran-
sient shared audio space with participation limited to the 
doctors involved in the call and containing no persistent 
shared information. The only way in which the doctors can 
be mutually present to each other is through voice. The pa-
tient is present only indirectly. The consultant doctor has to 
rely on the remote doctor’s ability to convey complex 
medical information and interpret complex radiological 
images via word pictures only.  The consultant makes notes 
from the verbal report but has no direct access to the patient 
or patient information. The consultant’s recommendations 
are given verbally and noted by the doctor at the remote 
end. If follow-up calls are needed, much of the same infor-
mation often needs to be repeated. Also, the doctors usually 
do not have an established relationship on which to decide 
their level of trust in the information conveyed.  

Ultimately, the success of the call depends on both doc-
tors building a shared understanding of the patient’s condi-
tion. In general, these clinicians are remarkably skilled at 
doing this, but even so there can be difficulties, breakdowns 
and uncertainty because of the lack of direct awareness that 
the consultant has of the patient’s condition. This can result 
in both clinical and logistical problems in patient manage-
ment.  The clinicians who initiated, owned and drove this 
project believed that a telehealth system could result in 
more appropriate transfer of patients to the tertiary centre, 
and better supported management of those patients who did 
not need to be transferred. 

The design of a support system for inter-ICU consulta-
tions could be technologically driven, focussing on the tele-
communications aspect of the desired solution. Instead, the 
Locales Framework gives a way of considering the total 
environment in which the consultations take place and to 
motivate a solution grounded in work terms rather than 
purely technical terms. 

Having used the Locales Framework to characterise ex-
isting inter-ICU consultation practices, we are able to iden-
tify problems and engage in a second phase discussion of 
how to create an improved consultation locale. Some of the 
requirements for such a locale would include: 
• Enable the clinicians to have richer forms of presence and 

more media of awareness (mutuality); 
• Enable patient information, e.g., patient record, radio-

logical images, test results, and physiological monitors, to 
be made directly available as shared objects within the 
locale (foundations, mutuality); 

• Enable more people to be directly involved in the call 
where relevant, e.g., members of the team looking after 
the patient , the team who will be receiving the patient, 
the medivac team who will be transferring the patient, the 
patient’s family, the patient him/herself (foundations, ex-
tending the social world); 

• Provide opportunities across sites for clinicians to interact 
with each other and build up peer networks, thus increas-
ing trust levels (civic structures); 

• Provide support for the consultation, such as check lists 
covering the basic body systems used in the reporting of  
the patient’s condition or covering the standard proce-

Figure 1.   Patient view of civic structure 

Figure 2. Initial remote consultation locale



dures for organising a transfer (trajectory); 
• Enable locale persistence as a place for follow-up consul-

tations (mutuality, foundations, trajectory); 
• Consider the medico-legal implications of giving the con-

sultant more direct access to patient information and the 
liability entailed in his suggestions (civic structures); 

• Provide a technical solution that is simple and quick to 
use because of the pressured environment of an ICU and 
the critical patient condition (civic structures, trajectory). 
Based on these requirements, the project is now engaged 

in an evolutionary process of systems development, de-
ployment, evaluation, and evolution. The diagram in Figure 
3 depicts the first stage in the design of the new consulta-
tion locale, deploying PCs equipped with video-
conferencing hardware and software with object sharing, 
running over a high-speed network, with digital video cam-
era, and flat-bed scanner. 

5. Orbit – A Collaboration Environment 

In this section we explore implications of the Framework 
as a basis for systems design, through discussion of the de-
sign of Orbit [19]. Orbit is an open toolkit environment for 
support of collaborative work activities built around con-
cepts from the Locales Framework.  The central concept in 
Orbit is that of a ‘group zone’  as a representation of a vir-
tual locale in the network. Users may have many group 
zones, each one tailored to, and furnished for, a particular 
group or social world.  As Figure 4 illustrates, we base Or-
bit on a three-layer architecture: 

Artifacts Layer : This layer contains the objects and 
tools, stored in a variety of repositories, which will be ma-
nipulated by Orbit. Examples of repositories include file 
systems, CVS repositories, databases, the web. 

Group Zones Layer : Group zones (called ‘ locales‘  in 
earlier papers) gather together artifacts, tools, events and 
people to form an ongoing context for a particular group. 

Views Layer : Each user participates simultaneously in 
many group zones. Users can have different intensities of 
view on each zone. For example, keeping some group ac-
tivities and objects ‘clearly in focus’  with a high intensity 
view, while ‘keeping an eye’  on other group activities and 

objects through lower-intensity views.  Intensity here is a 
user-controlled measure of the view one has on a zone.  A 
high intensity view usually includes more objects, more 
awareness of what other users are doing, and audio and 
video presence.  Lower-intensity views usually selectively 
exclude parts of this information. 

Figure 5 is a screen dump of a composite Orbit user in-
terface.  Users employ a Navigator panel to provide access 
to their group zones, awareness information, and control 
over furnishings in group zones and views over the furnish-
ings.  A Workspace panel can tile together the objects in 

view from the group zones at any time.  Colour chips are 
used to relate artifacts to zones.  Several other windows can 
also be displayed, such as video panels, audio panels and 
various awareness widgets such as notifiers and tickertapes.  
In the figure, the user has a mixture of views over group 
zones, including a video view into one zone, and a mixture 
of objects in view from four other zones to which the user 
belongs.  A ubiquitous, scalable underlying event service 

Figure 3.  Evolved remote consultation locale 

Figure 4.  Orbit Abstract Architecture 

Figure 5.  Composite Orbit User Interface 



provides extensive awareness information that is in turn 
projected to the user through notifiers and other awareness 
widgets (assuming the user has selected a view which 
makes this information visible). 

Thus, the current implementation of Orbit focuses al-
most exclusively on the foundations, individual view and 
mutuality aspects of the Framework.  Locales manifest 
themselves as group zones.  This is a crucial distinction as 
‘ locale’  reflects ‘site and means’  for work, and in general a 
locale can thus be broader than simply a computer-based 
place, including, for example, a physical extension.  Each 
group zone is furnished with objects drawn from the under-
lying repositories, has mechanisms for controlling access 
and membership, and supports individual view through 
view manipulation mechanisms and mutuality through a 
variety of awareness and presence indicators and widgets. 

Civic structure and trajectory have not yet been consid-
ered in any detail in Orbit. Our earlier wOrlds prototype [6] 
indicates various mechanisms for structuring relations 
among group zones, navigation, and finding and calling 
users in a complex collaboration environment.  Initial plans 
for civic structure support will start from this experience.  
Trajectory, beyond workflow and event trails, is extremely 
complex, and remains an open issue for us. 

6. Reflection 

On Understanding: The case study is an example of the 
Locales Framework being used to explore a situation first 
hand, specifically telehealth consultations as repeated pat-
terns of work. It is difficult to say what the outcome of the 
study might have been had we not used the Locales Frame-
work.  With this caveat, the Framework did prove useful for 
structuring study data. All of the aspects contributed to the 
uncovering of the story, although some aspects were more 
important than other aspects - the foundation and mutuality 
aspects were important for explaining the problems in 
building a shared picture of the patient’s condition. In con-
trast for example, in the distributed researcher study not 
included here, the civic structures aspect was particularly 
useful for understanding the inter-organisational conflicts 
that contributed to a failed collaboration.  

Based on this understanding, the Locales Framework as-
pects were able to point to suggestions for improved locales 
of work. The strength of the Framework is that such sugges-
tions are framed in interactional terms taking into account 
the total context of work. Technological solutions are pre-
sented within this broader context. The same language is 
used to describe the problems of the current situation as 
well as the design solution, thus promoting communication 
and understanding within the group. 

The generic nature of the Framework is both a weakness 
and strength for understanding work. The Framework does 
not pretend to provide an algorithmic solution to a wicked 
problem. By telling us where to start looking rather than 
what to look for, it can provide enough structure to support 

the beginnings of understanding while still allowing for the 
uniqueness of each workplace to demand appropriate atten-
tion. For the design of specific solutions, while the Frame-
work is useful for motivating design decisions, the designer 
is still left to translate the motivations into actual systems. 

A danger with presenting any framework though is that 
users looking for recipes will assume that it can be applied 
in mechanistic fashion. This is not the case. We also ac-
knowledge that that if the Framework is too high level, it 
could prove to be of limited value for either understanding 
or designing. Even though we are both the developers and 
users of the Framework to date, our experiences suggest 
that this is not the case. Because it isn’ t a recipe, however, 
there is considerable effort involved to creatively and intel-
ligently interpret, evolve, extend, or even discard (aspects 
of) the Locales Framework for the situation at hand. We 
believe this effort will be made easier as we work at build-
ing up a corpus of studies and experiences with the Frame-
work, and evolve methodologies to support its intelligent 
use. To paraphrase Strauss who was talking about his the-
ory of action (our paraphrase in square brackets): 

“… the principle function [of the locales framework] 
is not at all to supply or directly develop concepts 
that will constitute the [requirements analysis] about 
the particular phenomenon under study. Rather, what 
the [framework] is capable of doing is … to inform 
[key aspects of a collaborative environment]. It is not 
that thinking in this way requires you to keep looking 
over your shoulder …: Did I get this in? What have I 
forgotten? To use the framework in this way would 
be unreal, unworkable, and deadly for [systems de-
sign]. …One of the striking paradoxes of this 
[framework] is that just because it has been expressed 
systematically, … it can function implicitly during the 
course of [design] itself, rendering systematic the 
[analyst’s] ordering of explanations.”  [25] [pp. 67,68] 
 
On Designing: The Locales Framework has also been 

useful as a basis for collaboration systems design as embod-
ied in Orbit.  Earlier systems, such as ConversationBuilder 
[16], which was a fairly straightforward workflow system, 
and wOrlds [6], which supported a spatial metaphor of col-
laboration, both suffered from significant use problems.  
For example, it was very difficult in ConversationBuilder to 
support informal collaborations, and essentially impossible 
in wOrlds to work on more than one task at a time (since 
each task ended up in its own ‘ room’, and rooms are invisi-
ble to each other).  These problems are not unique to our 
tools but tend to manifest themselves in any workflow- or 
rooms-based collaboration environment. 

Orbit offers a more flexible environment because it inte-
grates several essentially independent mechanisms that im-
plement different aspects of the Locales Framework. Thus 
users of the system can mix-and-match different views, mu-
tuality levels, over many group zones, according to the 
needs of the moment.  These dimensions of the Orbit toolkit 



only exist because the Locales Framework identified clearly 
the various aspects of collaboration that required support.  
The Framework also provides a kind of convergent guid-
ance for design enabling us to build different mechanisms 
within a common structure so that Orbit coheres conceptu-
ally without being overly prescriptive. This flexibility has 
allowed us to demonstrate Orbit in a range of applications 
from a newsroom to military command and control. 

The attempt to reify the Framework by building Orbit, 
however, was more a matter of intuition based on continu-
ous dialogue between the Framework designers and the 
system builders than a methodological refinement process. 
Our next step is to use the experiences of building the Orbit 
prototype to sketch a reference architecture for any locale-
based collaboration environment. The architecture will be 
more abstract than the prototype, allowing us the opportu-
nity to “reach up”  toward the Framework and provide an-
other link in the loop between understanding and design.  

7. Related Work 

Closely related to the work we present here are the 
viewpoints and framework approaches being evolved by  
Hughes et al at Lancaster University [13] [12] to address 
the issue of how to present ethnography in the design proc-
ess. The three viewpoints - ecology, workflow and egologi-
cal organisation - represent generic features of workplaces 
that can be used to structure ethnographic data. The three 
framework dimensions – distributed coordination, plans and 
procedures, and awareness of work – are used as presenta-
tional devices to communicate issues key to the design 
process. The relationship between viewpoints and frame-
work dimensions seems to be centred on the framework 
being able to offer  “a more general examination of the na-
ture of systems within a work context”  and so being more 
specifically related to systems design [11]. 

The Locales Framework and the Lancaster work evolved 
independently yet there are significant similarities.  For 
example, ‘ecology’  addresses issues very similar to the lo-
cale foundations and mutuality aspects by looking at the 
spatial organisation of work, the affordances offered there, 
and their support for awareness. ‘Awareness’  also directly 
addresses mutuality aspect concerns. ‘Workflow’, ‘distrib-
uted coordination’ , and ‘plans and procedures’  address is-
sues of concern to the interaction trajectory aspect. 
‘Egological organisation’ , with its focus on the individual, 
has similarities to the individual view aspect. 

The main differences in the approaches stem from the 
theoretical starting points. The Lancaster work is primarily 
driven from an ethnomethodological perspective involving 
sociologists and computer scientists, growing out of lived 
experience of the wicked problem of using ethnography in 
design. Our work has been driven from a systems design 
perspective; we are computer scientists wanting to know 
how to incorporate the lived complexity of real world set-

tings into the design process, growing out of a lived experi-
ence of designing CSCW systems.  

Being ethnomethodologically based and relying on what 
can be observed, the viewpoints and framework approaches 
could also be more biased to physically observable settings 
than is the Locales Framework – we have explicitly sought 
to make the framework generic enough to be applicable to 
any domain physical, virtual or mixed.  

A concern for both the Lancaster researchers and our-
selves is to avoid “ the ‘over-formalisation’  of (the) process 
as this risks entering into some kind of prescriptive analytic 
agenda that serves to obscure the phenomenon under inves-
tigation”  (Jon O’Brien, personal communication, Sept. 
1997). This is coincident with our hope that the Locales 
Framework be used as a high-level sensitising device to be 
intelligently interpreted for the situation at hand. Despite all 
hopes or efforts however, there is always the chance that 
these frameworks will be used in unintended ways because 
of the different uses of abstractions within the various dis-
ciplines, as previously discussed. 

8. Conclusions &  Future Work 

The problem that motivated this paper is how to address 
the tension between understanding how people work to-
gether and designing systems to support work based on this 
understanding. We presented the Locales Framework as a 
principled abstraction that could help in this dialogue by 
providing a common language for both understanding and 
designing. It can do this because locale, as its primary unit 
of analysis and design, is constituted in the relationship 
between a social world and its interactional needs, and the 
‘site and means’  its members use to meet those needs. We 
have shown the use of the Framework for understanding 
and designing in a telehealth case study and in the design of 
a collaboration toolkit environment.  

Does the framework capture the ‘ right’  aspects or the 
only possible aspects? We expect not. In characterising 
CSCW as being concerned with wicked problems, we ex-
pect that we will learn more about the nature of both under-
standing and designing from our use of the Framework, and 
so evolve the framework or find even better solutions. Our 
suggestions for future work reflect some of these lessons. 

The most obvious direction for future work is the appli-
cation of the Framework by different people to more do-
mains of work. To make the Framework more accessible 
and easier to use, the development of a methodology of use 
should be a priority. This is not to mean a step-by-step pro-
cedural approach but rather a toolkit that provides a collec-
tion of tools and techniques that could be used to populate 
the Framework as appropriate. Presentational tools are also 
needed to support the representation and communication of 
Framework data, both the description of what is and the 
design of what could be. We also need to consider more 
principled approaches for designing what could be, i.e., 
what constitutes a better locale design. We are currently 



exploring the potential of Alexander’s notions of patterns 
and centres [1] for this task.  

In conclusion, while the Locales Framework is not the 
answer to the CSCW wicked problem, we believe that what 
we can learn from its use about both understanding and 
designing makes it a worthwhile candidate from which to 
evolve even better solutions.  
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