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ABSTRACT 

Computer supported facilitation is a form of third party intervention that 

uses advanced information technology to deliver non-authoritative 

intervention on organizational decision making. The goal of this type of 

intervention is to create communication events where decision making and 

decision outcomes are collaboratively produced by those who have a stake 

in the decision. The facilitator's neutral role is to assure decision making 

progress without taking sides or rendering a final decision. The obligations 

of facilitation form competing injunctions for practicing facilitation. 

Facilitative intervention must be performed so that it influences decision 

activity without influencing decision outcomes, facilitators must participate 

in decision making without becoming a party to the decision, and 

facilitators must enforce decision procedures without coercing participant 

acceptance of the procedures. The evolution of the field is marked by 

innovations in practice and role definitions that seek more effective means 

to reconcile the competing demands of the role and the changing 

circumstances of the intervention context. Computer supported facilitation 



18 

is a technologically advanced form of intervention that combine skills of 

facilitators with the capacities of collaborative computing technology to 

more efficiently and effectively deliver decisions for organizations facing a 

choice. The facilitator designs and carries out interventions by using group 

decision support systems that enable anonymous participation, simultaneous 

communication of ideas, geographic and chronological distribution of 

participation, and the electronic storage of contributions. This investigation 

finds that while technical advances help facilitators overcome the numerous 

barriers to decision making communication, the advances in technique and 

technology are prescriptions for decision making communication built on 

inadequate descriptive assumptions about the nature of communication. 

The community of facilitation practice and its technologies operate on the 

dubious assumption that communication process and content are in fact 

distinct. The community of practice, however, is caught up in preserving 

this distinction as its solution to the paradoxes of doing non-authoritative 

intervention. The dissertation demonstrates this state of affairs by showing 

the set of premises for facilitative action embodied in the process 



19 

management view of the practice, the methods of transparency work which 

uphold intervention neutrality, and the way the community treats an 

innovation on practice. 
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THE PARADOXES OF PRACTICE 

Nancy Daly, Association Management, January, 1995. 

Reaching board decisions online: 
How group decision support tools can streamline meeting processes. 

A 15-member board needs to draft a new vision statement for its 
association. Instead of going the more traditional route of using flipcharts to 
brainstorm and reach consensus on ideas and visioning words, the association opts 
to use group decision support tools, a type of software also known as groupware. 

The dedicated groupware room rented for the brainstorming session 
provides networked personal computers within a U-shaped seating arrangement 
for participants. The groupware facilitator begins the session with a brief warm-up 
exercise to demonstrate how easy the tools are to use. Participants type in key 
words or phrases that they would like considered for the vision statement. Their 
input is anonymous and simultaneous. 

Next, the facilitator offers an initial vision statement to the group, based 
on the previous input Board members begin editing the statement on their own 
terminals. When each member has finished his or her first draft, he or she follows 
the verbal or online instructions (for example, hitting one of the "F" keys) to send 
the anonymous comments to a central projected screen, which lists everyone's 
contributions. 

Board members discuss the ideas and verbally decide on which phrases 
they want to focus. The process is repeated as the statement is refined. When there 
is more than one suggested version, participants rank order their preferred vision 
statements. The anonymous rank order vote shows how much buy-in there is for 
the new vision statement. Eighty percent of the participants strongly agree with 
the new vision statement, with the remainder agreeing. One pleased board 
member comments: "We could never have accomplished the tasks in this amoimt 
of time and with such creativity and total participation without the tools and 
guidance." 
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Group decision support tools, like the ones used in this example, enable 
more thorou^ communication and, thus, better decision making. They can 
increase the value of your board's most important assets: time and people. 

Groupware tools have proven to reduce meeting and decision-making time 
by 30 percent to 60 percent. Such common challenges to effective meetings as 
dominant personalities who take over proceedings, incomplete record keeping, 
and people fearful of voicing an opinion in a group setting are nonexistent with 
groupware decision making, where input is equal and anonymous. 

Groupware tools support common and sophisticated meeting processes 
such as brainstorming, ranking, evaluating alternatives, charting action steps, and 
building consensus (see sidebar, "Types of Tools"). Verbal discussion continues 
to be a critical component of successful meetings and building long-term 
relationships. Groupware tools do not replace group discussion and group 
dynamics. What groupware tools do is provide powerfiil support at certain 
jimctures in the meeting when creativity, speed, confidentiality, and consensus are 
needed. 

Computer Supported Facilitation 

Facilitators are a class of communication professionals who run 

meetings. Typically they run meetings for firms and non-profit 

organizations. They plan and run discussions, support activities of groups, 

and otherwise help to make meetings move smoothly. Computer supported 

facilitation (CSF) is a relatively new iimovation in which facilitation 

involves the implementation of networked computers and group 

communication and decision software to run meetings. This new form of 

third party intervention is in part a response to the need for communication 

specialists who can run meetings in the new communication spaces 
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emerging firom advances in communication technologies. What computer 

supported facilitators do is not well understood. The technology and 

practice are not yet widely diffused and it is not clear that current 

manifestations of this form of third-party will persist. The groupware 

market is barely a decade old, yet conservative estimates suggest an 

expansion from approximately $700 million in the U.S. and Europe in 1993 

to a 1998 market of $2.2 billion (Lockwood, Lavery, Lachal, 1993).' The 

' The term "groupware" is contested as evidenced by the number of alternatives to it 
(Baecker, et al., 1995; Grudin, 1994; Johansen, 1988). For instance. Group Support 
System (GSS), Group Decision Support System (GDSS), Electronic Meeting Systems 
(EMS), Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW), computer conferencing, 
collaborative computing, work group computing, and computer mediated communication 
(CMC), to name a few, are ail used to describe how computing tools are used to enhance 
human-to-human interaction. The variety of terms is not a trivial matter since each term 
often encompasses a different set of computing solutions and communication problems. 
But, groupware is a very robust term since it largely captures the development and 
application goals in each of these domains. It also captures the parallels between 
facilitation and one strain of computing technology. 

As Grudin (1994) points out, the only way to determine whether a computing 
system is "groupware" is to ask, "Was this software designed to support groups?" and "Is 
it being used to support groups?" The actual term "groupware" has been defined by Peter 
and Trudy Johnson-Lenz (1982, p. 47) as "intentional GROUP processes and procedures 
to achieve specific purposes" combined with "softWARE tools designed to support and 
facilitate the group's work." Towards this end, "collaborative computing" will be used to 
refer to the general class of computers and software to enhance cooperative intellectual 
work among multiple parties. "Groupware" will be used somewhat synonymously but 
typically to refer to more recent innovations, like group decision making systems, in 
collaborative computing. 
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user base growth is estimated to swell from less than 20 million users in 

1994 to over a quarter billion users by 1999 (Novell, 1996).^ The difEusion 

and advances in groupware will foster demand for communication 

specialists who can maximize the capabilities of the technology. The field 

of computer supported facilitation, according to those involved in it, 

appears to be on the horizon of widespread uptake due to the convergence 

of a potential market with key enabling technologies. Computer supported 

facilitation is a young field that remains to be widely accepted as a form of 

third-party intervention. The field, however, carries a relatively coherent 

vision of its role and purpose in combining traditional intervention with 

new communication technologies. Exploring the vision and the practice of 

computer supported facilitation will bring into focus emerging practical 

theories about using technology to solve problems of communication. 

Improving human communication and decision-making has been a 

recurrent theme of the 20"* century. Countless technologies and techniques 

developed towards this end. The most recent advances in networked 

• These numbers include all forms of groupware of which group decision support systems 
are only a small part. 



computing technology have created a new generation of tools meant to 

improve communication and decision-making (Baecker, 1993; Bostrom, 

Watson, and Kinney, 1992; Jessup and Valacich, 1993; Jones, 1995; 

Rheingold, 1993; Rice, 1983; Sproull and Kiesler, 1991). This revolution 

has also spawned a new population of "third parties" that has gone 

relatively unnoticed. 

Socio-Technical Third Parties 

Third parties intervene on problems by supporting the principals 

involved in a problem or assisting the settlement of the problem (Black and 

Baumgartner, 1983; Doob, 1993; Frey, 1995).^ Common forms of third 

^ Third parties have traditionally created the forums where people convene to settle 
differences, to do battle, to enhance understanding, to play, to do business or to change 
relationships. Their position relative to the parties they are in-between gives third parties 
access and power that they can use for good or ill. Their influence stems from their 
willingness and ability to go into the realms of social life unknown, feared, or unseen by 
the most others. Third parties usually have an enigmatic status since they are not clearly 
good or evil. Their in-between status creates the possibility for extremely opportunistic 
actions. Actions that may work to handle the problem in the best interests of the parties 
and community or simply in the best interest of the third-party. The "tertius gaurdens" or 
the "third who laughs" is one way third parties are culturally characterized (Burt, 1992). 
Traditional accounts often treat third-parties as "trickster" figures who have special 
powers to be good or bad (Hynes and Doty, 1993). Modem versions of third parties do 
likewise. Rousseau, for instance, vested critical aspects of his political theory on the 
notion of "the legislator." The legislator helped create the laws by which people would 
govem themselves but could not play a role in putting the laws into practice. The 
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parties are mediators, ombuds, arbitrators, speech writers, consultants, 

parliamentarians, and facilitators. However, new forms of third parties 

such as network managers, information brokers, system operators, computer 

supported facilitators, listserv moderators, knowledge engineers, intelligent 

agents, software wizards, and webmasters have emerged with the evolution 

of cyberspace. These new third parties are "socio-technical third parties" 

because they extend and are extensions of technical communication systems 

(see Viller, 1991; Fuller and Trower, 1994). 

Socio-technical third parties enable technical systems and social 

systems to interact because of their technical and social knowledge and their 

ability to design and implement virtual spaces for human communication. 

These newly emerging roles are not well understood. In particular, it is not 

known how managing the demands of the role affects the conduct of 

communication in these technical communication spaces. 

In the 1980s, the practice of meeting facilitation intersected with the 

field of group support systems (GSS) development creating a new form of 

legislator would be a great person. like Moses, who delivers the people to the promise of 
the truly just government. 
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third-party intervention called "computer supported facilitation" (CSF). 

CSF is a paradigm example of a socio-technical third party. Computer 

supported facilitators intervene on organizational and group decisions and 

disputes to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of communication by 

using a combination of facilitation techniques, networked computers, and 

group decision software (Bostrom, Anson, and Clawson, 1993; Clawson, 

Bostrom, and Anson, 1993; Dickson, Partridge, and Robinson, 1993). 

Clients hire facilitators to ease the difficulty of communication events like 

the decisions and disputes groups and organizations experience. 

Networked computers are a system of personal computers electronically 

linked so that in principle whatever is entered into one personal computer is 

available to another personal computer on the network. Group decision 

software is a form of computer software that optimizes the comiectivity 

between personal computers on a network system to perform tasks common 

to group decision-making like building lists, organizing ideas, and voting. 

Group decision software is a version of a group or enterprise support 

systems colloquially referred to as "groupware" (Baecker, Grudin, Buxton, 
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and Greenberg, 1995a). Traditional facilitation, networked computers, and 

groupware continue to merge and evolve into both a professional field and 

competitive business sector. 

The Discourse of Decision-Making Intervention 

The practitioners see the official purpose of facilitation as making 

easy that which would otherwise be difficult. While that is, of course, the 

dictionary definition of facilitation, it is the animating motive of the 

practice. The purpose, however, is not the craft. Making-easy-that-which-

would-otherwise-be-difl5cult has historical, philosophical, technological, 

and practical underpinnings that shape the craft of facilitation. The primary 

concern of this dissertation is with current practices of computer supported 

facilitation. Yet conducting this research makes clear that computer 

supported facilitation as it exists today is no radical departure firom that 

which preceded it. To understand computer supported facilitation is to see 

it as the latest manifestation of a professional craft that has been evolving 

since early in the 20th century. 
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Surprisingly, an official explanation of computer supported 

facilitation has developed. This profession has only recently emerged along 

with the development of group decision support systems. These people 

have just begun to discover each other to officially discuss what it is they 

do. While their explanation of what facilitation is has an official quality to 

it, it does not officially exist anywhere. Facilitation's official story is 

recoverable in individual facilitator accounts of facilitation practice, in their 

discussions at their professional conventions and trade shows, in their 

marketing materials, in their newsletters, in the social scientific literature 

devoted to facilitation, in the popular press, in the technical labs where 

intervention technologies are created, on their Usenet discussion group, at 

their websites, and most obviously, in the act of facilitative intervention 

itself The official story about facilitation emerges from the accounts made 

about facilitation at these various sites of cultural reproduction. 

What we see in the official account is the discursive formation of a 

community of practice. Language functions in multiple ways to shape the 

community of practice developing around computer supported facilitative 
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intervention. A common way of talking serves to bind the members of the 

profession together. It creates comiections that sustain similarities amongst 

the members while distinguishing them firom other professions. It is a 

vehicle for the socialization of practitioners. It creates a guide for their 

conduct and self-understanding. It provides a vocabulary from which they 

define and sustain their roles and activities. Finally, the articulations of 

computer supported facilitation's story, such as will be seen in this 

dissertation, generate and reflect a refinement of the practice itself. 

This dissertation will describe computer supported facilitation's 

culture of practice. The discourse system facilitators use to explain and 

justify their intervention practice embodies the practice of computer 

supported facilitation. Enacting facilitative intervention brings with it a 

number of practical puzzles. The development of the facilitation field is 

due in large part to the practical theorizing targeted at resolving these 

puzzles. The discourse system of facilitation expands and becomes refined 

through the practical theorizing about facilitation. However, it will be 

shown that there is a systematic inattention to important features of the 
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practice latent in facilitation's discourse system. The inattention is a 

practical achievement of the field that has practical, theoretical, and political 

implications for the practice of computer supported facilitation. 

The Official Account of the Practice 

An important part of becoming a profession is the collective ability to 

rationally describe the profession's practice. The ability to officially 

account for a practice enables the practitioners to describe the purpose, 

intent, and fimction of the practice. It also enables practitioners to justify 

the practice to clients, members, and to allied professions and industries. 

Computer supported facilitation, despite its youth, has a relatively coherent 

official formulation of its practice. Five rationalizing themes are manifest 

and visible in computer supported facilitation practice. These themes 

reflect the official account: 

1. People can make good or bad decisions depending on the 

effectiveness and efficiency of the communication processes in 

their meetings. 



2. Computer supported facilitation improves decision oriented 

communication by creating new ways for people to collectively 

meet and exchange messages. Groupware allows facilitators to 

create meetings that in the past were impossible or impractical to 

create. 

3. Meeting outcomes are "owned" by the group and "bought into" by 

individuals. In other words, in computer supported facilitation the 

client retains control over the substance and outcomes of the 

intervention. 

4. Electronic storage of computer mediated communication creates 

an electronic record of the decision-making communication. 

5. Facilitation is transparent. The facilitation remains apart from the 

substance of a decision. What appears as natural in the facilitation 

event, is a product of the practice as facilitators enact it in various 

contexts. 
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The goals, ideals, and evaluative language identified in these themes reveals 

the constitutive influence computer supported facilitation has on disputing 

and decision making communication. 

Process Management 

The official account of the practice of computer supported 

facilitation is summed up in the concept "process management." Computer 

supported facilitators are third-parties who intervene on group and 

organizational decision making by focusing on how to solve a problem 

rather than on the actual content of a problem (Bostrom et. al., 1993; Doyle 

and Straus, 1976; Fuller and Trower, 1993; Griffith, Fuller, Northcraft, 

1994; Kaner, 1995; Schwarz, 1994). Computer supported facilitation is a 

form of third-party intervention that is non-partisan and non-authoritative 

(see Black and Baumgartner, 1983). The aid and assistance that computer 

supported facilitators bring to groups and organizations is neither passive 

nor does it impose solutions to the problems confronted. Instead, computer 

supported facilitators are process specialists acting as process managers 

who intervene by designing and conducting communication events for the 
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parties to a problem. Facilitators engineer solutions to overcome situational 

deficiencies that prevent effective group communication (Brashers, Adkins, 

Meyers and Mittleman, 1995; van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson, and 

Jacobs, 1994; Hirokawa and Gouran, 1989; Jacobs, 1992). Facilitators use 

group techniques and groupware tools to cultivate cooperative intellectual 

work and consensually based solutions (Bostrom et al., 1993; Bunker & 

Alban, 1992a; Clawson, Bostrom, and Anson, 1993; Keltner, 1989; 

Rockwood, 1993; Schein, 1969). In particular, computer supported 

facilitation is implemented to create conmiunication spaces intended to 

promote learning, decision-making, conflict resolution, and change so that 

group and organizational goals can be achieved. 

The Purpose. Computer Supported Facilitation's purpose is to 

improve communication quality by overcoming deficiencies and obstacles 

preventing effective group communication (Brashers, Adkins, and Meyers, 

1994; Brashers et al., 1995; Hirokawa and Gouran, 1989; Nunamaker, 

Dennis, Valacich, Vogel, and George, 1991). Creating strategies to 

overcome obstacles to effective conmiunication is the key feature of the 
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computer supported facilitators work. The characteristics of organizations, 

groups, tasks, and contexts rarely approximate the conditions for ideal 

decision-making and thus make process management a complex task. 

Barriers to collaborative, cooperative group communication include: long 

meetings, failure to remember, pressure to conform, unequal involvement 

and commitment, cliques and miniconsensus, unequal communication 

skills, different communication styles, incomplete information, coordination 

problems, slow feedback, and personal conflicts (Gastil, 1993; Kaner, 1996; 

Nunamker et al., 1991; Schwarz, 1994). The tendency for groups to engage 

in uncritical argument, to leave arguments underdeveloped, and to avoid 

rational discussion because of social norms also reduces discussion quality 

(Brashers et al., 1994; Brashers et al., 1995; Connelly, Jessup, and Valacich, 

1990). The networked computer environment adds further complications 

such as uncooperative sub-groups, lack of full participation, lack of a 

critical mass of participation, group fragmentation, and free riding (Kollock 

and Smith, 1996; Dufiier, Hiltz, Johnson, and Czech, 1995; Sproull and 

Kiesler, 1993; Turoff, Hiltz, Bahgat, and Rana, 1993). The anonymity and 
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distributed quality of groupware meetings also makes it more difficult for 

the facilitator and other group members to sanction undesirable behavior 

(Dufiier et al., 1995; Kollock and Smith, 1996; Sproull and BCiesler, 1993; 

and Turoffet al., 1993). 

The Intervention Actions. The actions computer supported 

facilitators take to manage the process are described as a "set of fimctions or 

activities carried out before, during, and after a meeting to help the group 

achieve its own outcomes. The essential outcome of facilitation is to help 

make an outcome easier to achieve" (Bostrom, Anson, and Clawson, 1993, 

p. 147).'* Facilitator interventions are designed to overcome meeting 

problems by applying structured procedures and encouraging effective task 

and relational behaviors. The basic tasks identified for computer supported 

facilitators (CSF) are: to run the computer technology, to shape the 

communication that takes place outside the technology, and to assist in 

^ CSF refers to the complete socio-technical system used to carry out an intervention but 
does not necessarily imply the degree of active human presence. Group support systems 
can be used for interventiotis without direct guidance from a human facilitator (Dickson 
et al., 1993). It should still be clear, however, that human influence over the design and 
implementation of interventions does not disappear if no human facilitator is present. 
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meeting design (Bostrom et al., 1993; Clawson, Bostrom, and Anson, 1993; 

Nunamaker, Appiegate, and Konsynski, 1988; Nunamakeret al., 1991). 

Computer supported facilitators identify their role to include: actively 

building rapport and relationships, planning and designing meetings, 

directing and managing the meeting, creating an open and positive 

environment, listening, clarifying, and integrating information, and 

demonstrating self-awareness/expression (Clawson, et al., 1993). 

The Obligations. Computer supported facilitative intervention, as 

expected by both practitioners and users, is to be neutral to the substance of 

decisions and choices on which they intervene (Bostrom, et al., 1993; Doyle 

and Straus, 1976; Frey, 1995; Nunamaker et al., 1991; Scharwz, 1995). The 

value of computer supported facilitation to its clients derives from the 

technical competence of delivering communication spaces and the 

presumptive neutrality of facilitation. A neutral intervention means that 

computer supported facilitation does not take the side of any party nor does 

the facilitation render a final decision for the group (Black and 



37 

Baumgartner, 1983; Bostrom, et al., 1993; Keltoer, 1989; Fuller and 

Trower, 1994; Griffith et al., 1994; Nunamaker et al., 1991). 

Process management rests on three important commitments. First, 

the neutrality of an intervention is achieved by the computer supported 

facilitator acting as a "process monitor" and not as a "content contributor" 

when intervening (Bostrom et al., 1993; Fuller and Trower, 1994; Griffith et 

al., 1994; Nunamaker, etal., 1991). Second, communication spaces should 

reflect democratic ideals of decision making, such as: the preservation of 

opportunities to participate in decisions, the creation of open 

communication, the establishment of informed choice free from coercive 

influence, and the maintenance of participant responsibility over decision 

outcomes (Bostrom et al., 1993; Broome & Keever, 1989; Clawson et al., 

1993; Dannelmiller and Jacobs, 1992; Kaner, 1996; Keltner, 1989; Schwarz, 

1994). Third, intervention must be client-focused. The client, or meeting 

owner, makes the critical decisions regarding the purpose and outcome of 

facilitated sessions while participants engage in the activity of decision

making. The facilitator's role is to design and conduct an intervention that 
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leads to the best possible outcomes (Bostrom, et al., 1993; Damielmiller and 

Jacobs, 1992; Doyle and Straus, 1976; Kaner, 1996; Schwarz, 1994; 

Weatherall and Nunamaker, 1996). 

The Paradoxes of Practice. Paradoxes for practice arise from the 

competing injunctions that exist in the set of commitments made in the 

practice of CSF. For instance, to be non-partisan, non-authoritative, and 

helpful, facilitators must simultaneously help the group without unduly 

influencing the group, participate without being a participant, and enforce a 

process without coercing its acceptance (Griffith, Fuller, and Northcraft, 

1994; Keltner, 1989; Stohl, 1995). The paradoxes that arise from the 

process management view of the practice of computer supported facilitation 

must be managed in the everyday practice of facilitation. Moreover, fiirther 

complications arise from the fact that the context of intervention presumed 

by the idealization of facilitative intervention does not approximate the 

reality of intervention. Idealizations of computer supported intervention 

presuppose that participants are cooperative communicators and that the 

intervention circumstances allow equal participation and equal access to 
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resources (see van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson, and Jacobs, 1993). 

Participants, however, are often unmotivated or incapable of seeing beyond 

their self interest, assenting to better arguments, or engaging in discussion 

surrounding the complexities of choice. The social and political 

circumstances surrounding choice often do not promote the equal 

distribution of resources like information, power, and access, nor do social 

and political situations necessarily promote participant equality. The lack 

of isomorphism between the assumptions about intervention circumstances 

made in intervention ideals and the actual circumstance of intervention 

exacerbates the process management paradoxes. 

That there are paradoxes of practice for computer supported 

facilitators stem from the fact that readily available techniques for achieving 

one objective block or suppress the achievement of other objectives. The 

paradoxes of practice exist as limitations in existing strategies, as the 

unwelcome consequences of deploying a strategy, and as deficiencies in the 

available stock of strategies for managing multiple competing 

communicative goals. There are three general ways to manage multiple. 
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competing goals in a communication (O'Keefe and. Delia, 1982; O'Keefe 

and Shepherd, 1987). First, deploy a strategy and accept that other goals 

will not be met. Second, balance goals by sequencing or segregating goal 

achievement. Third, integrate known strategies into an innovation. Much 

of the action in the field of computer supported facilitation takes up the 

challenge of creating and deploying commimication strategies to resolve the 

conflicting features found in their professional expectations and the 

circumstances of their interventions. 

Goals and Outline of the Study 

All of this points towards a twofold practical problem for computer 

supported facilitators in carrying out their role as a third-party that is 

investigated in this dissertation. First, they must formulate a line of action 

that handles both the practical circumstances of facilitating and the inherent 

paradoxes of the role. Second, facilitators must be able to account for their 

actions both to justify what they have done and to adequately explain what 

they do for their clients. How computer supported facilitation handles this 

two fold problem will answer what this new form of third-party mtervention 
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does. The dissertation will unfold towards this end in the following seven 

chapters: 

1. Computer supported facilitation provides a decision service that 

overcomes the problems of meeting. 

2. The evolution of computer supported facilitation is found in the 

collective, but not unified, effort to solve the problems of intervention 

that arise in creating democratic communication. 

3. The methods used in this study are designed to articulate an emergent 

discourse of intervention that rationalizes the practice of computer 

supported facilitation. 

4. The lay theory of intervention prescribes "process management" as a 

mode of intervention communication for creating ideal communication 

events that solve the dilemmas of practice. 

5. Computer supported facilitation realizes "process management" through 

the practices of "transparency work" that enable facilitators to handle 

the multiple-competing goals of non-authoritative intervention. 
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6. Elaboration of the process management account to excuse the anomalous 

outcomes of an innovation to transparency work, made possible by new 

communication technology, brings to light how the effort to refine and 

improve the practice glosses over gaps in the theory of practice. 

7. The findings in this study show how the effort to conduct neutral 

intervention has realized social technologies of practice built on 

particular normative and descriptive assumptions about the relationship 

between communication content and process. The analysis of computer 

supported facilitation creates the grounds for reconceptualizing the role 

of third parties in socio-technical settings and the normative and 

descriptive assumptions about intervening on decision making discourse. 
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CHAPTER 2 

DECISION SERVICE 

David Kirkpatrick, Fortune, March 1992 

Here Comes the Payoff from PCs 

Nerw network software lets braimtormers around a table all "talk" at once on 
their keyboards. 

The result: measurable productivity gains from desktop computing. 

Ever been in a meeting where ideas start flowing so fast everybody wants 
to talk at once? Boeing and other companies have found a radical new way to 
harness that creative energy. Their brainstormers still sit around a table, but 
instead of shouting, they type their thoughts on networked personal computers 
using a new kind of software that keeps track of what everyone has to say. 
Participants can sift through far more material and act faster than they could in an 
ordinary meeting. 

In fact, after years of complaints that investment in desktop computing 
doesn't pay off in productivity, this new software-called groupware—has 
produced dramatic results. Boeing has cut the time needed to complete a wide 
range of team projects by an average of 91%, or to one-tenth of what similar work 
took in the past In one case last stmmier, a group of engineers, designers, 
machinists, and manufacturing managers used TeamFocus software from IBM to 
design a standardized control system for complex machine tools in several plants. 
Managers say such a job normally would take more than a year. With 15 
electronic meetings, it was done in 35 days. 

Boeing's data come firom the largest and most rigorous study yet of the 
cost-saving impact of groupware-computer software explicitly designed to 
support the collective work of teams. Productivity gains around the conference 
table have so far been most obvious. But groupware's ultimate promise is larger-
linking departments, or colleagues in different locations, or even entire 
corporations in ways that vastly improve the efficiency and speed of collaborative 
projects. 

The software has piqued the interest of many company problem solvers 
because the typical American manager spends 30% to 70% of the day in meetings. 
The semp that Boeing and others are finding so successful seems absurd at first: 
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a conventional conference room with a computer at every place. "Why can't we 
just look each other in the eye and talk?" you wonder. The answer because you 
seldom elicit all the best ideas, and many potentially valuable contributors remain 
silent. In many meetings, 20% of the people do 80% of the talking. Those who 
are shy, junior, intimidated, or just too polite typically shut up. 

Meeting software uses several techniques to loosen the lips of the silent 
majority. Everyone speaks at once, via the keyboard. (In most cases, plenty of 
outloud interaction happens too.) As you type in your ideas and comments—himt 
and peck is okay-they accumulate on your screen alongside everyone else's. 
Most people can read much faster than they can listen, so they can deal with far 
more material in a given period. Says Jay Nunamaker, who helped pioneer the 
concept at the University of Arizona in the early 1980s and is now CEO of 
Ventana Corp., a Tucson firm that markets systems based on his work: "In a 
typical hour-long meeting of 15 people, everybody's got an average of only four 
minutes of air time. With computer support, everybody's got the potential to talk 
for 60 minutes. That's a big increase in productivity. 

Also important, most systems keep the author of a given comment 
anonymous. That can be a powerful incentive to speak. Go ahead and disagree 
with your boss. He won't know it was you. Explains a market researcher at a 
Fortune 500 company who has begun conducting all meetings electronically: "It's 
generally imacceptable in a culture like ours to say your most private thoughts on 
a matter. You might be embarrassed or considered silly. But once a thought is on 
the screen it becomes something to be seriously considered by the group, and 
otherwise secret thoughts can be very usefiil. The processes of the mind become 
open to the group." The software uses a voting system, again anonymous, to rate 
ideas. 

The first time I ever witnessed an electronic meeting room, I was in 

awe of the grand solution the room presented just like the journalists who 

write about how groupware can improve meetings. ̂  A solution, it seemed. 

^ Here is another popular account displaying the sense that groupware effectively and 
efficiently solves problems of meeting: 

Jim Clark and Richard Koonce, Training & Development, November, 1995. 
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without predetermination. A design for opening communication to its full 

potential. I had seen impressive meeting rooms before but never a space so 

thoroughly outfitted with modes of communication and means for 

producing outcomes. It was as though I was standing on the bridge of a 

space stiip. The crew prepared to seek solutions yet unimagined and to 

Technology is Reinventing Meetings. Here's what's out there and how you 
can take advantage of it. 

Enter electronic meeting-support software (EMS), a dazzling new 
collection of computer tools that is revolutionizing meetings as we know them. 
The software is making meetings far more productive - even energizing and fun. 
And it's helping to redefine corporate and organizational decision making. 

EMS, also known as groupware or meeting ware, is a collective term that 
refers to a suite of new computer-based devices used to facilitate the planning and 
management of focus groups, executive retreats, strategic-planning sessions, 
product-development meetings, team-building seminars, and other meetings and 
training programs. 

It's proving useful as a tool in guiding business-process reengineering, 
corporate restructuring and change management, consensus building for setting 
organizational goals, and brainstorming sessions for new or long-term business 
problems. It's even finding a niche as a conflict-resolution tool, largely because it 
helps to surface issues and facilitate communication. 

Groupware is able to do all those things because it speeds the pace of 
meetings, actively engages participants in ways that traditional meeting tools do 
not, and elicits higher-quality input from attendees. It's also a great organization 
tool that helps you focus on the agenda and keep group discussions on track. 

Groupware includes everything from keypad technologies such as 
OptionFinder and Consensus-Builder ( used to conduct anonymous polling and 
voting within groups) to such sophisticated group-facilitation tools such as 
Ventana's Group Systems V, VisionQuest from Collaborative Technologies, and 
the Meeting Room from Eden Systems. 
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enter decision spaces where no one dared go in the past. All about the room 

there was technology. It is all one can see at &st. Ten foot display screens. 

Row upon row of personal computers. A one way mirror disguising the 

control room where digitized messages quietly intersect and reroute. White 

boards, telephones, printers, copiers, monitors, cameras, and adjustable 

lighting. Each piece of hardware making possible another mode of 

communication. Public display screens, copiers, and whiteboards enhance 

one to many communication. Telephones, cameras, and monitors, enhance 

remote communication. The computing network, invisible to most, 

underwrites the ecology of virtual interaction sought by those seeking a 

space where problems can be solved. The groupware creates access to the 

unseen computing network. Each participant sits at a workstation where 

they may interface with other participants through digitized talk or speak 

orally over the tops of their monitors and the tapping of keyboards. These 

rooms are only the most visible part of computer supported facilitation. 

Rooms of this sort are called "decision rooms," "technical classrooms," 

EMS technology enables facilitators to poll meeting participants; capture 
large amounts of verbatim feedback; do statistical analyses of voting and polling 
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"automated decision centers," "group decision centers," and "electronic 

decision support services." Decision rooms are organized for the delivery 

of process to the problem of "meeting." A description of the means for 

doing computer supported facilitation will be taken up in this chapter. 

Meetings are the Problem 

Meetings are a ubiquitous feature of organizational life. Meetings are 

described in the computer supported facilitation literature as activities that 

cannot be eliminated and that must be improved (Doyle and Straus, 1976; 

Kaner, Lind, Toldi, Fisk, and Berger, 1996; Nunamaker, Briggs, and 

Mittleman, 1995; Schwarz, 1994; and Weatherall and Nunamaker, 1995). 

Meetings are seen as places where people spend inordinate amounts of 

wasted time and where many things can go wrong at a high cost. As 

Mosvick and Nelson (1987) put it, "Ineffective meeting management is fast 

becoming a national disgrace. Poorlv planned and poorlv run meetings are 

the worst-kept secret of America's vaunted business skills." 

Meetings are the problem and promise for computer supported 

facilitation. While meetings are routine events for facilitators, the actual 

results: and create detailed reports for research, management, or action planning. 
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meeting situation may be difficult to make routine because of the people, 

issues, and exigencies involved. Participants treat meetings with a sense of 

fatefulness (or eventfulness) since meetings involve stakes and issues that 

have potentially high consequences or because meeting routines can 

become ambiguous (See GofBnan, 1967). The fatefulness of meetings is 

dramatized in the field of computer supported facilitation by drawing 

attention to the extent which meeting routines permeate organizational life, 

to the number of things that can go wrong in a meeting, and to the 

extraordinary consequences the meeting routine has for the quality of 

organizational life.^ The great potential that exists for improving meetings 

^ The following introductions to books on facilitation and computer supported facilitation 
further illustrate the pervasive orientation to meetings as a problem. 

From How to make meetings work. Doyle and Straus' (1976), p. 3-5: 

Why Meetings Are Important 
We are a meeting society-a world made up of small groups that come 

together to share information, plan, solve problems, crticize or praise, make new 
decisions or find out what went wrong with old ones. Governments, businesses, 
schools, clubs, families-are all built up firom groups of men, women, and 
children. Regardless of their values or goals, individual members of these groups 
must get together in order to function. When three or more people work together 
face to face we call this a "meeting." 

Look around you~every person alive belongs to any number of different 
groups. You may be the manager of a division in your organization, a member of 
your local PTA or labor union or grocery cooperative, the committee chairperson 
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of a club, a member of a civic task force or local church council, or the head of 
your household. Each of these groups meets—perhaps once a month or so, 
perhaps a few times a week, perhaps several times daily. When you add up how 
much time you actually spend in meetings, you may surprise yourself. Taking a 
conservative estimate of four hours of meetings a week, you will sit through more 
than 9,000 hours of meetings in your lifetime—that's over 365 days! 

Do you have any idea of how many meetings are held every day in the 
United States alone? More than 11 million! Just taking that staggering figure by 
itself, you can see there is a good chance your life is going to be full of meetings. 

As you know, the more successful you become in your organization, the 
more time you spend in meetings. So if you are in middle management, you 
probably spend about 35 percent of your working week in meetings; if you are in 
top management that figure may grow to more than 50 percent of your work 
week. That means you may spend over half of the rest of your organizational life 
attending or conducting meetings. 

Meetings Are Expensive 

If you like to think in dollars and cents, you can compute how much 
money your organization spends on meetings. While the figures vary firom one 
kind of organization to another, most organizations spend between 7 percent and 
15 percent of their personnel budgets directly on meetings. So if your 
organization has a persomiel budget of $100,000 approximately $7,000 to $15,000 
of it is spent on people sitting in meetings. This does not include time spent 
preparing for meetings or attending training programs and conferences. A major 
California corporation with $350 million a year on meetings alone. 

If you are involved with organizations in your community, you 
know that a major portion of your time is spent in meetings. Community 
organizations are literally run by meetings. While most of this time is volunteered 
and doesn't cost these organizations much money, you time is valuable to you. 
Time spent attending a meeting is time taken away from all the other things you 
might like to be doing. Your time is one of your most valuable resources, and 
naturally you want to spend it wisely. 

From the introduction to Tnnovarinns in group facilitation: Aoplications in natural 
settings. Frey (1995), p. 3: 

Studies have shown that in the business world alone, managers spend 30-80% of 
their time in meetings (Mintzberg, 1973; Mosvick & Nelson, 1987), and Doyle 
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creates the reason for the application of facilitation and computer support.^ 

What computer supported facilitators do is to provide a decision service that 

creates successful meetings. 

and Strauss (1976) estimated that 11 million meetings take place every day in the 
United States. Seibold (1979) pointed out, in a rather scary prediction, that, 'If we 
attend just four hours of work or civic meetings per week, we will have spent over 
9000 hours in meetings during an average lifetime—more than one year of our life 
in meetings!' (p. 4). 

From the introduction to Electronic meeting systems: Ten years of lessons learned. 
Nunamaker, Briggs, and Mittleman (1995), p. 149-150: 

There are many reasons why people meet when they are working together: to 
share information, to make decisions, to avoid decisions, to socialize, and so on. 
Many things can go wrong with a meeting (Figure 6.1). Participants may lack 
focus, or may be focused on hidden agendas. Some people may be afi^d to speak 
up, while others may dominate the discussion. Misimderstandings occur as 
people use the same words for different ideas and different words for the same 
ideas. The wrong people may be at the meeting, and the right information may be 
unavailable. Besides being difBcuit, meetings are expensive. A meeting between 
several managers or executives may cost upwards of SI,000 per hour just in salary 
costs. The 3M Management Institute reports that in the United States alone, there 
are more than 11 million meetings per day, more than three billion meetings per 
year, consimiing between 30 and 80% of a manager's day. These numbers do not 
include informal discussions between colleagues in hallways and between offices. 
One Fortune 50 company reports losses in excess of $75 million per year due to 
poor meetings. 

^ The following accounts from key books about facilitation address the need for 
facilitators. 

From The Skilled Facilitator. Schwarz (1994), p. 4: 
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Groups do not have to functioa in ways that lead to ineffective 
performance and frustrate group members. Groups can improve the ways they 
work. 

This book is about helping work groups to improve their effectiveness by 
using facilitation skills. It is about helping all types of work groups; top 
management teams, boards, committees, work teams, quality groups, task forces, 
and employee-management groups. 

Consultants and managers need facilitation skills to be effective. 
Organizational consultants—both internal and extemal—use facilitation skills 
when they contract with clients and diagnose and intervene in organizations. 
Managers use facilitation skills to help employees learn to identify and solve 
problems for themselves. Most of these activities occur in groups. 

As organizations have made significant changes, the need for facilitation 
skills to improve their effectiveness has increased. Examples include efforts to 
improve the quality of products and services, empower employees, develop shared 
visions, develop self-managing work teams, create learning organizations, and 
develop organizational cultures that make these changes possible. Organizations 
use groups of employees to plan and implement most of the changes, and the 
groups typically require some form of facilitation. In addition, facilitation skills 
have become more important as organizations try to openly and constructively 
manage conflicts that arise from these and other changes they try to create. 

At the heart of improving group effectiveness lies the ability of groups 
members to reflect on what they are doing, in order to create the conditions 
necessary to achieve their goals. Groups find it difScult to openly examine their 
behavior on their own; they often need the help of a facilitator. 

From Electronic Meetings. Weatherall and Nunamaker (1995), p. 1-2: 

The objective of this book is to enable readers to benefit from Electronic 
Meetings and improve the effectiveness of the organizations where they work. 
Readers can apply Electronic Meetings to their current responsibilities and expect 
to show results within a few weeks. Electronic Meetings are a new tool, available 
and ready to use for this purpose. 

Meetings will always be an essential fimction in any organization. In a 
good meeting the participants bring together a wide span of knowledge and 
opinions, develop innovative ideas, come to agreement and commit to action. The 
output of meetings helps determine what the organization will try t achieve and 
how well it will perform. 
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Yet people firom many organizations express the feeling that there are too 
many meetings, that time is wasted in meetings, that meetings take too long to set 
up and that the right people do not attend. Often meetings are not satisfying 
occasions, somehow not constituting the embodiment of challenge, teamwork and 
commitment that we look for. Projects and activities managed in these 
unsatisfactory meetings do not have the best chance of success. 

This book will describe how Electronic Meetings tackle the above 
limitations and have potential to improve many aspects of an organization. The 
book is based upon practical descriptions of techniques that have been shown to 
work. It describes real meetings, real people, real organizations and real benefits. 

From Participation. Kaner et al., (1996), p. xiii: 

The benefits of group decision-making have been widely publicized: 
better thinking, better "buy-in," better decisions all around. Yet the promise often 
fails to materialize. Many decisions made in groups are neither thoughtful nor 
inclusive; they are unimaginative, watered-down mediocrities. 

Why is this so? 
To a large degree, the answer is deeply rooted in prevailing cultural values 

that make it difBcult for people to actually think in groups. Without even 
realizing it, many people make value judgements that inhibit spontaneity and 
deter others from saying what is really on their minds. For example, ideas that are 
expressed in clumsy ways, or in tentative terms, are often treated as if they were 
decidedly inferior to ideas that are presented with eloquent rhetorical fioursih. 
Efforts at exploring complexities are discouraged, in favor of pithy judgements 
and firm-sounding conclusions. Making action plans—no matter how unrealistic 
they may be—is called "getting something done," while analyzing the underlying 
causes of a problem is called "going off on a tangent." Mixed messages abound: 
speak your mind but don't ask too many questions; be passionate but don't show 
your feelings; be productive but hurry up—^and get it right the first time. All in 
all, conventional values do not promote effective thinking in groups. 

Yet group decision-making remains the best hope for solving problems. 
There is no substitute for the wisdom that results from a successful integration of 
divergent points of view. Successful group decision-making requires a group to 
take advantage of the full range of experience and skills that reside in its 
membership. This means encouraging people to speak up. It means inviting 
difference, not fearing it. It means struggling to understand one another, 
especially, in the face of the pressures and contradictions that typically drive 
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Decision Service 

The intersection of group support systems and facilitation is an effort 

to formulate a thorough solution to the problem of meeting. Computer 

supported facilitation is a technically advanced means to direct and narrow 

the fatefiilness of meetings. There is a profession, industry, and emerging 

academic discipline that supports the emerging field. Computer supported 

facilitators are process specialists who employ group support systems to 

overcome the problems inherent in collective action. The profession and 

industry evolving around computer supported facilitation continues to 

expand the expertise, techniques, and technology of facilitation. 

It is usefiil to view computer supported facilitation as a "decision 

service" that delivers expertise and technology to solve problems of meeting 

(see Goffinan, 1961, p. 321-386). It is a service bought or maintained by 

firms and organizations as a means to improve meetings. A decision service 

is like a "repair shop" for choice making. Clients bring their choices and 

group members to shut down. In short, it means operating from participatory 
values. 
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the problems associated with a choice to a CSF professional. The 

professional "tinkers" with the design of a client's existing processes for 

communicating and choosing to "tune-up" or "overhaul" those processes. 

The body of professional knowledge exercised by computer supported 

facilitators provides the grounds for diagnosing and recommending 

intervention strategies for communicating and choosing. 

An electronic meeting supported by CSF is more than a simple 

gathering of people around computer workstations. Electronic meetings are 

highly purposive affairs intended to achieve particular outcomes. Meetings 

are arranged for particular purposes with key people who have a stake in the 

issue or problem the meeting is intended to address. Electronic meetings, 

however, are only the most visible part of the decision service provided by 

CSF. The creation of a decision service through computer supported 

facilitation occurs by combining facilitation with computer technology. The 

most obvious features of a decision service—the "decision room" where the 

service takes place, the groupware technology, and the facilitator who 

delivers the service—^will be described. 
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Decision Rooms 

The most visible site for computer supported facilitation is the 

decision room. These rooms are workspaces organized to fit participants 

and technology together for cooperative, collective intellectual work. 

Typically, these rooms contain personal computers networked together with 

a projection system that creates a public display as well as the groupware. 

The "room" idea is somewhat of misnomer. Advances in networked 

technology have made meetings possible where participants do not meet at 

the same time or in the same place (Johansen, 1986; Turofif et al., 1993). 

Yet, the term "decision room" is still usefiil because it maintains the sense 

that there is a social space created for decision-maldng communication. It is 

also reflective of native descriptions of the places where computer 

supported facilitation takes place. These spaces have names like the 

"Electronic Decision-Support Service," the "Automated Decision Center," 

or "The Group Decision Center." 

Decision rooms extend the culture of the organization in which they 

exist as well as introduce those who use it to a new way to make decisions. 
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Some decision rooms are built as specific adjuncts to the intellectual work 

performed within a firm. Other decision rooms are more synthetic in that 

the rooms can be transported or constructed in virtual environments. 

Transportable rooms consist of portable network computer systems with 

groupware that a facilitator sets up and tears down when the facilitator 

travels from one decision venue to another. Virtual rooms are "located" in 

the cyberspace brought about by computer and telecommunication 

networks. In contrast to transportable rooms, participants come to meetings 

through computer and telecommunications networks rather than having the 

meeting brought to them (Johansen, 1989; Rheingold, 1993; Rice, 1983; 

Sproull and Kiesler, 1992; Turoff et al., 1993). Each kind of room stores 

the substance of the meeting in a database and the meeting activities in the 

groupware. 

The decision room at Transportation International, for instance, was 

built primarily for the information systems design division within the firm 

(edthough groups from all parts of the organization used it). 

Transportation's decision room typifies custom built rooms. The firm staffs 
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the decision room with teclmical and facilitation support. The service is 

subject to an internal accounting system to determine its maintenance cost. 

The room is available to groups within the organization. The users typically 

meet with members of the facilitation staff to determine the room's use. 

The decision service at Transportation International markets itself 

within the organization as a service "helping to change the way people work 

together!" (As one of its brochures proclaims.) The marketing material (see 

Figure 1) portrays a vision of process management in its description of how 

the service works through the facility and meeting process, the facilitation 

team, and the groupware software. The marketing materials draw attention 

to how the service can improve the quality of decisions and cooperation 

through professional advice and specialized tools that enhance meeting 

productivity. This is especially apparent in the Transportation 

International's decision center brochure that advertises the service within 

the firm. 
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Data Segment 2.1 

Figure 1. Decision Service Brochure. 
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If you can answer "YES" to any of these 
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with the— 

The decision service at Transportation International creates an 

identity of its service as a solution to problems of meetings. The decision 

service's self-definition reveals an orientation towards handling choice: 

Meetings ought to be "streamlined" through the application of professional 
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knowledge and the implementation of tools that make meetings more 

efficient and productive. The decision service projects itself as an entity 

that both rationalizes and humanizes decision making. The service 

rationalizes the process of decision making through the development of 

plans and objectives while humanizing the decision process by creating 

cooperation and teamwork. The technologically enhanced management of 

meeting processes satisfies both ends. 

Transportation's decision room encourages collective creativity. The 

decision center is a large room that contains a reception and meeting area, 

office cubicles for facilitators, and storage areas for facilitation support 

materials, and the decision room itself. The decision room consists of 17 

workstations with hoods over each pc monitor so that participants can only 

see what is on their screen. The hoods are not part of the original design but 

added later to ease participant fears that others would see what they enter 

into their workstations. The workstations are arranged in a U shape. The 

open end of the U (approximately 20 feet wide) orients toward the 

facilitator's workstation, the whiteboards and the projection screen at the 
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front of the room. Laptop computers networked together through a Novell 

server on which the group support software GroupSystems operates. 

The room and its apparatus enhance the ability of participants to 

generate new ideas. An important part of Transportation's business is the 

development of new information service products for use within the firm 

and for sale to other firms. Signs of how to communicate permeate the 

room. The whiteboard at the firont of the room lists meeting groundrules in 

bold permanent lettering; "Be specific, speak loudly, silence implies 

agreement, and any spelling is o.k." A poster, summarized in data segment 

2.2 hung in the area of the office cubicles, where the facilitation staff 

prepares meetings. 

Data Segment 2.2 

Killer phrase (kilorfraz) n. 1. a knee jerk response that 
squelches new ideas; most commonly said by bosses and 
government officials. 2. a threat to iimovation. 

"We tried that before" 
"Don't rock the boat" 
"Get a committee to look into that" 
"It'll never fly" 
"If it ain't broke don't fix it" 
"Yes but.. 
"We've always done it this way" 
"It's not in the budget" 
"Put it in writing" 
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The meeting rules and killer phrase poster create a strong expectation 

that people in the decision room ought to communicate in a manner that 

"gets to the point" and that is "solution oriented." Adding to the 

expectation of communicative directness, is the hands-on artwork hanging 

on the walls around the 17 workstations. The art is actually brainteasers 

constructed out of iron. Each brainteaser is two pieces of iron shaped and 

intertwined so that it is nearly impossible for a person to figure out how to 

separate the two pieces of the object. Of course, the appeal of the toy is its 

impossibility and participants regularly take the brainteasers off the wall to 

play with them. Moreover, Transportation's decision room encourages 

groups to come to together to generate ideas quickly. The semi-circle 

seating arrangement focuses attention on the facilitator who manages the 

meetings. The rules and wall dressings provide resources for the facilitator 

and group members to handle work slowdowns such as the lack of creativity 

amongst group members, any unwillingness to be forthright, and any 

unwillingness to focus on finding solutions. 
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Groupware 

Group Decision Support Systems (GDSS) are a form of groupware 

that enable different forms of collective decision-making activities like the 

gathering, organizing, and refining of messages submitted by meeting 

participants. The design of the groupware takes advantage of computer 

networks to support group work (Baecker et al., 1995a). There are 

numerous versions of groupware (see Baecker et al., 1995a; Bostrom, 

Watson, and Kinney, 1993; Coleman and BChanna, 1995). GDSS typically 

include tools for structuring discussions, sequencing tool usage, monitoring 

participation and incorporating other software. GDSS tools are software 

applications that create fimctional group activities in which meeting 

participants engage each other through the computer network. The tools 

render the computer network the meeting space into a place for decisions. 

The groupware used by Transportation International is a group 

support system designed to aid decision making communication called 

GroupSystems made by Ventana Corporation. GroupSystems is a leading 

product in the groupware market (Kranz & Sessa, June, 1994). 
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GroupSystems is a paradigm example of a group support system. There are 

other GDSS systems like it and still other GDSS with fewer features 

(Coleman, April/May, 1996; Kranz & Sessa, June, 1994). GroupSystems' 

marketing brochures describes its groupware as a tool for managing ideas. 

The groupware consists of a suite of tools designed to optimize the creation, 

sharing, recording, organization, and evaluation of ideas. Groupware tools, 

like GroupSystems, have some common message management features like 

parallel conmiunication, anonymity, memory, and distributed participation. 

The type of access a participant has to either the exchange or store of 

messages varies depending on the optimization of the general design 

features of the groupware system (Baecker et al., 1995b; Nunamker et al., 

1991). Parallel communication enables participants to submit messages 

simultaneously. Anonymous communication masks the identity of the 

contributors. Memory is created from the database provided by the 

groupware tool. Participant distribution enables participants to participate 

despite their geographic or chronological location. These features allow 

facilitators and meeting participants to design a wide variety of meeting 
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formats that in the not to distant past were difficult or impossible to create. 

Descriptions of some GroupSystems' tools will illustrate how these design 

features are realized in groupware. 

Group Outliner (GO) is a tool designed to gather and organize 

messages. Like most GDSS tools, GO generates an interface with different 

windows that allows participants to enter messages, organize messages, and 

view messages. The facilitator usually controls the settings for the 

operation of any particular tool. GO generates screens for creating topics 

and entering messages. 
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Data Segment 2.3 

Figure 2. Outline Tool8 

When a message is entered by a participant, it can be submitted so that other 

participants can read and comment on that message. Participants can read 

other's comments or submit their comments to any topic on the outline. 

New topics can be added to the emerging outline and the participants can 

arrange the topics in a hierarchical order. So, participants have some 

8 The screen shots from GroupSystemsrM for Windows used in Figures 2-5 appear with 
permiSSIOn. 



66 

control over the aspects of the electronic dialogue in which they want to 

participate. To move through the discussion space created by the outline 

structure, participants scroll their screens and highlight topics they want to 

read or to which they want to add comments. Facilitators typically help the 

group organize the topics and flow of messages. 

"Vote" enables participants to evaluate messages or categories of 

messages collected and organized with other tools such as GroupOutliner. 

The vote tool can be setup for different types of evaluation such as ranking 

or rating. Participants can be given access to view previous messages or 

message categories containing ideas on policies and alternatives. 

Facilitators typically help the group determine the type of vote and help the 

group interpret the results of a vote. The vote tool generates a screen with a 

particular voting style. 
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Data Segment 2.4 

Figure 3. Vote Tool. 

2. Kamloops, British Columbia, Canada 

3. La Jolla, Ca rnia, USA 

4. Espoo, Finland 

5. Hermosillo, Sonora, Mex1co 

Participants can cast their vote and then view the collective response of the 

group by viewing the graphical report produced by the voting tool. 



Data Segment 2.5 

Figure 4. Vote Display Tool. 

Agenda is a structuring tool that displays the order of activities in 

which the participants will engage during the meeting. Activities begin 

when participants or facilitators select an item on the agenda. Participants 

can move between activities by selecting different agenda items. 

Facilitators typically create the agenda and regulate the start, duration, and 

access to the activities on the agenda. 
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Data Segment 2.6 

Figure 5. Agenda Tool. 
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Facilitators do much of their facilitation work from their workstation. 

They have special access to the groupware tool that allows them to adjust 

the settings on the tools. The facilitator screens provide menus of choices 

that the facilitator can toggle off or on to tailor the particular groupware tool 

to the group task. The facilitator can also adjust the amount of facilitator 

control participants will have for any particular activity. 
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The groupware creates a structure of participation within an 

electronic communication space for problem definition and elaboration, 

criteria development, altemative generation, and alternative analysis and 

evaluation. The combination of the decision room and the groupware 

generates a social space for decisions reminiscent of Dewey's (1910) 

reflective thinking sequence. The groupware helps to open up 

communication channels encouraging the flow of ideas and criticism. The 

groupware eases difficult aspects of decision making that may encourage 

conflict or face-loss by providing anonymous participation fi'ee from the 

competition for turns at conununicating. 

Technology frames the intellectual work guided by the decision 

service provided by computer supported facilitation. The decision service 

at Transportation International, as is typical of decision services, encourages 

participants to generate large volumes of messages that can in turn be 

manufactured into information and knowledge with the computer tools. The 

tools serve as mechanisms to extract and refine the thoughts, ideas, and 

feelings, of the participants. The subject matter, the variety of participants 
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involved, and the type of activities in computer supported meetings are 

often complex and require the assistance of facilitators to help guide the 

meeting and to run the tools. 

Facilitation 

The focus of any decision service is the meeting. The activities of a 

decision service are organized around discovering what meetings are 

necessary and determining how to conduct the meeting. Facilitative 

interventions are communication events that unfold in two layers and that 

involve three key roles. First, the facilitator and the client negotiate the 

nature of the meeting in various preparatory activities that occur before, 

during, and after the acmal meeting. Second, the facilitator conducts the 

meeting. The three key roles in facilitative interventions are the facilitator, 

the meeting owner, and the participant. The facilitator is in charge of the 

intervention. The meeting owner is the person or team that has brought the 

meeting problem to the facilitator. The participants are people invited to the 

meeting by the facilitator or the client. In each layer of activity the 

facilitator takes a different orientation towards the meeting and the various 
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roles. In the preparatory activities, the facilitator helps the meeting owner 

design a plan for handling the problems of meeting within the limits of the 

facilitator's role. In conducting the meeting, the facilitator manages the 

meeting event to realize the plan, the concerns of the participants, and the 

ideals of facilitation. Each layer of intervention and each set of role 

relations constrains and enables facilitative action. 

The value a decision service provides its clients comes from the 

action facilitators take to manage decision oriented communication. 

Bostrom et al. (1993) define the practice of facilitation as four types of 

actions taken by facilitators to improve the quality of group discussion. 

First, facilitators apply structured procedures by extending problem 

formulation and idea generation, separating idea generation from 

evaluation, and delaying solution adoption. Second, facilitators encourage 

effective task behaviors by applying criteria, using information, and 

maintaining focus on task goals. Third, facilitators encourage effective 

relational behaviors by encouraging broad participation, managing conflict, 

emphasizing consensus, and applying effective listening techniques. 
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Fourth, facilitators train group members to be more effective leaders and 

facilitators within their group. The actions taken by facilitators shape 

discussion and create the grounds for successful decision-making 

communication. 

Facilitators specialize in treating meeting problems. The meeting-

problems brought to facilitators vary with the nature of the group or 

organization with the meeting problem. Typically, meeting owners are 

seeking ways to produce consensus and action on a solution to a problem 

their organization is having. For instance, meeting owners bring dilemmas 

concerning future directions for the organization, personnel or membership 

matters, reorganization issues, and product development questions. These 

are choices that will be made or understood, not meeting-problems. 

Meeting problems arise out of the situation surrounding the choice to be 

made. Facilitators are attentive to the choices the participants make when 

creating and agreeing to solutions while keeping their focus on handling 

meeting problems. Facilitators help participants to work through problems 

of meeting like misunderstandings and differences of opinion, to equalize 
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asymmetries in participant access to turns and information, and to improve 

the quality of choice relevant messages. The facilitator's job is to guide the 

participants through the problems of meeting to accomplish the goal of the 

meeting. Like a river guide navigates a group down a river by avoiding 

known dangers and improvising solutions to new dangers, the facilitator 

guides groups of people through the difficulties of working together. 

Problems-of-choice and problems-of-meeting are separate analytic 

ideas but in actuality are intertwined in complex and at times non-obvious 

ways. Primarily, facilitators fit the client's choice problem to the available 

decision service solutions and shape the discussion in the decision room. 

Facilitators have common ways of describing meetings, meeting problems, 

and meeting solutions. They treat as routine that which is a fateful event for 

the client. The way facilitators routinize the meeting constructs grounds for 

the action in a meeting. Facilitators are responsible for planning and 

executing meetings. Facilitators identify a client's decision-making 

problems and then develop a plan to handle that decision-making problem. 
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In doing this, the facilitator tailors decision-making tools available in the 

electronic meeting room to the problems and interests of the client. 

Facilitators' make numerous choices when shaping discussion 

tlirough the implementation of technology and their professional knowledge 

about meeting. The excerpts from an interview with the primary facilitator 

from a successful decision service for Major Financial will highlight key 

features of the practice.' The accounts of practice from Major Financial's 

lead facilitator typify facilitator actions in preparing and conducting 

^ Major Financial operates its own computer supported facilitation service. The service 
is part of a division within the firm dedicated to business automation. Major Financial's 
decision service typifies an internal decision service. The service employs a meeting 
room outfitted with a group support system. It is staffed by two facilitators who report to 
an assistant vice president in the firm. The service charges its clients, all internal to the 
firm, for use of the decision service and recently began to earn more than it spent. For 
this, the decision service was recently considered a "profit center" by the firm and was 
enjoying much success. The new decision room had only existed for one and one-half 
years but recently received considerable attention both in terms of its clients and in the 
firm's internal publications. The room's usage had grown during the first nine months 
from one meeting a month to one per week. The decision service had recently supported 
meetings to design a new information system and electronic documents, develop 
strategies for cost cutting and business improvement, and to handle sensitive staff 
reorganization issues. In addition, the service holds national meetings for all the first 
vice-presidents in the firm. These meetings were spurring great interest in further 
developing services to support geographically distributed meetings where the participants 
would meet through the computer system but not face-to-face. Much of the attention the 
decision service was receiving came from two high profile meetings where the firm 
netted savings of nearly $17 million dollars. The success of the meetings was attributed 
to the quality of the decision service. 
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meetings. The accounts highlight how the scope of meetings are refined in 

meeting preparation and how the tools are run and how meeting progress is 

encouraged in the execution of a meeting. 

Meeting Preparation 

Facilitators help clients refine the scope of the meeting. Creating an 

electronic meeting involves both educating the client about how to use the 

room as well as figuring out why the client really needs to use the room. 

Creating an agenda for the electronic meetings provides an opportunity for 

the facilitator to consult with the client. The agenda represents an 

understanding between the facilitator and the client about the purpose of the 

meeting and expectations for the facilitator's intervention. The agenda 

describes the specific meeting topics. It also identifies the particular 

activities in which the participants engage to accomplish the meeting 

objectives. The agenda outlines the use of electronic meeting tools. 

Ultimately, the agenda appears as screen created through the groupware that 

automatically "launches" the group activities in the meeting. 
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When the facilitator works with the client to create the agenda, the 

facilitator tj^ically works to narrow the meeting scope presented by the 

client's meeting objectives. The facilitator's work is to determine goals, 

information needs, nature of the meeting output, and possible exigencies. 

While the Major Financial facilitator was describing the layout and design 

of her decision room, she explained the arrangement of meetings and the 

construction of agendas. Mary Ellen's account below shows the kinds of 

preparatory work facilitators do for electronic meetings. In particular, her 

account points out that constructing an agenda involves the facilitator 

interpreting the tools for the client, negotiating the meeting plan with the 

client, and building the actual meeting mterface. 

Data Segment 2.7 [Building an agenda: F22] 

Ok uhm when somebody calls us, we immediately hold a meeting with [the client] 
and get an idea of what they want They may or may not have been in one of 
these [electronic meetings] before. So if you are talking about someone who has 
never been here before, we usually meet with [the client] in here and give'em a 
brief show of what the stuff does and kind of show'em how you can vote. Just 
kind of using things that are out there from before. Some of the agenda's. They 
are always impressed with it, "but how can that apply to us." So then we get 
down to the nitty gritty. For instance, this one here ((referring to an agenda from 
a previous meeting on her workstation screen)) is uhm a building projects review 
group. And building me a room, that is one of the items on this review group's 
list of things to do, "build Mary Ellen a room." Well I am on a list of like 72 
other projects. So they wanted to prioritize these projects and try to get an idea. 
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Well that is probably their normal thing, "how much would this cost for project a. 
b, and c." So they wanted to get together and have all these projects prioritized 
and talked about a little bit to see which is more important And then they 
evaluated them against some criteria that they established. This is what they were 
saying to me in our initial meeting, "I want to have this list, and I want to have 
people prioritize this list maybe by date or by dollars." And then we said, Jean 
and I, well maybe you should evaluate them against an agreed upon list of criteria 
and you can weight that criteria, da da da, based on our knowledge of the 
software. So we kind of talk through what it is that we think we can accomplish 
for [the client] and if he wants more then he will say "well I also want to do 
blank." We would have in our mind that there are gomia be nine people in this 
room and they are going to do a presentation on each of these 57. How long is 
that going to take? And so you prep [the client], you have to get these people 
prepared for their presentation, tell them 3 minutes a piece, bla bla bla. So we 
walk em through the whole nine yards and we probably meet with [the client] at 
least two more times after that BCind of. After we meet with [the client] the first 
time we put our heads together and say "Ok I think that will go." I will come up 
here and work on an agenda and test a few things 

[Interviewer: "Test a few things like"] 

I will put in the list and see if I like how it comes out with the criteria. Or, if there 
is another tool that I am not familiar with I might try it on that tool. Call the tech 
support line, "What do you think I should do about da da da?" They are very 
good with helping you figure things out. Uhm so uh, then we will show [the 
client] what we think. How it will work. And uhm sometimes, "Well, I am kind 
of changing my flavor here, I would like to do" and then he will change it. So 
then we uhm go in and fix it and show [the client]. And then the day before, we 
have the room all set up, and the data entered if there is data to be put in ahead of 
time, we have [the client] come up and just one more time look at it and it is 
usually fine, "but I also want to talk about bla bla bla." "Well we can add that to 
the agenda but you need to let people know how much longer that is going to 
take." So then Jean and I sit down that night and come up with the process. 

The first part of the facilitator's account describes how she introduces 

the meeting room to a client. The major work for the facilitator is to 

interpret the tools. The facilitator and the client "get down to the nitty 



79 

gritty" when the facilitator has to show how the tools apply to the client's 

problem. The facilitator also negotiates the nature of the meeting with the 

client. By suggesting alternate designs and meeting formats, the facilitator 

helps the client figure out how the groupware tool applies and establishes a 

preliminary meeting agenda. The facilitator further refines the meeting 

scope by coaching the client about how to prepare and focus the meeting 

participants. When Mary Ellen introduces the idea of using an agreed upon 

set of criteria and weighting, she challenged the meeting owner's 

assumptions about how the meeting ought to be designed. Refining a 

meeting requires that the facilitator exercise professional knowledge about 

process management to help assure meeting effectiveness. The facilitator, 

as Mary Ellen describes in this account, combines an understanding of the 

client's problem with knowledge about meetings to build the meeting. In 

this case, the facilitator creates and tests a preliminary design. The 

facilitator also gives the client an opportunity to assess the preliminary 

meeting design. 



80 

The facilitator's account glosses over a tremendous amount of 

detailed "communication work" involved in building the meeting. 

Interpreting the tools and negotiating the meeting provides the grounds for 

facilitators to apply their professional process management knowledge. In 

applying their special knowledge, the facilitator takes on much of the taken 

for granted work of communication necessary for group communication. 

There are a variety of groupware tools applicable to each meeting phase. 

Each tool is selected and adjusted to the particulars of the task. Each tool 

has a variety of settings to establish such as participant control over entering 

and editing messages. The facilitator constructs questions for the 

participants to answer and sees to the sequential and hierarchical 

arrangement of the questions. Each groupware tool will represent an 

activity on the agenda. The facilitator has to figure out how to arrange the 

tools into a meaningful sequence. The facilitator arranges the tools so that 

messages entered into one tool are relevant to the purposes of the next 

agenda activity and to the overall purpose of the meeting. 
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Meeting Conduct 

Facilitators help the participants use the computer tools to maximize 

the tool's effectiveness. Running the tools is no small task. The facilitator's 

description of a two-hour meeting in the account below illuminates the kind 

of work a facilitator performs. Her description typifies and emphasizes how 

facilitators integrate the groupware tools into the a group's work. Running 

groupware tools is intimately tied to the nature of the group's task. A 

specific application of a groupware tool is usually the activity the group will 

engage in such as brainstorming, voting, or outlining. Facilitators help 

make the tools usable for the participants as well as help the participants 

adapt to the groupware tools. So, facilitators help participants create and 

manage lists of messages, remove redundancy, and offer procedural options 

when a meeting runs into trouble. Facilitators' frame and guide meetings by 

seeking clarification of messages, agreement on meanings, and consensus 

for action. These are the actions Mary Ellen describes in the account below 

when she explains how "paring down" works to manage the mass of 

messages that groups produce. 
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Data Segment 2.8 [Paring down: F22] 

Uhm see this, we didn't have to talk too much, the building projects one, because 
we were prepared ahead of time, we had it loaded. But like for user requirements, 
that is more brainstorming, so we'll have them enter things for like 25 minutes and 
discussion could take like two hours. Because I do then, say there is a list of like 
SO things, and we go through it and they stop typing, well they can keep typing if 
they want, but we go through it item by item, to eliminate the duplicates, to clarify 
what somebody wrote, because they might have written something like "What 
does this mean?" So that person has to sort of kind of fess up that it was theirs or 
someone will say "Well I didn't write that but, I think it means." So then the 
technographer will kind of clean that up a little bit and put the clarification on the 
same line. We go through that list of 50 talking about it at the same time, 
depending on how much discussion on the next activity, say if you were going to 
vote on it, that could be another two hours, based on the number of items on the 
list if it is a short list. I have had lists up to 150 that we have pared down to 40, 
which is faster to vote that way. You flip it into a vote and they know what they 
are thinking about as they go along, and they click whatever type of vote it is. 

[Interviewer: When you say "paring down," what happens in a "paring down?"] 

Uhm well the list is decreased. Uhm you can roll up some of the items as 
comments under another item. So you don't lose it, but if you are going to delete 
something I will say "Well, item 5 looks like a duplicate of 2 can we delete item 
#5?" They might say "No I think it is a separate issue." And we will clarify it a 
little more. But if everybody is in agreement. I don't do anything unless I get 
consensus. It is their meeting, I am a neutral facilitator. I try not to sway them 
one way or the other. If they say to me "Well do you think we should put it in 
or..." That is more my software stuff "Well it sounds to me like a duplicate, we 
won't lose it if we put it behind the item as a comment, it will be there for you to 
look at later, or do you want to delete it, or do you want to reword it." So it is up 
to them so that is how we pair down the list. 

[Interviewer: And then that will be voted on or whatever?] 

Right, uhm hum, depending on what the next activity is. Sometimes uhm for this 
building projects thing, the very first meeting was just to establish the criteria. So 
talk about the vision statement of [Major Financial] and talk about the actual 
mission of your actual group, and then a little about not each project, but the 
overall building area, and then let's decide on some criteria for evaluating these 
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projects, so that is all we did in that one meeting. And I think that took maybe 
two and a half hours, and they were happy because they got to go back to their 
desks. Maybe a week later they came back, and I think we applied the 50 
different projects against the criteria, looked at the weighting and then came up 
with the results on that 

Paring down is a kind of activity facilitators engage in that 

demonstrates how running the tools enables meeting progress. The activity 

of paring down helps the group manage the volume of messages generated 

in the groupware system. Facilitators' look for redundancy in the messages. 

They also look for efficient ways to shape the list of ideas the group 

created. As Mary Ellen describes it, the facilitator helps the group to "roll 

up some of the items under another item," delete items, and reword items. 

Each of these activities requires the orchestration of computer screens, 

software commands, and audio-visual equipment. 

The groupware tools not only help the facilitator shape the discussion 

in the electronic meeting but the facilitator treats the tools as a means to 

maintain intervention neutrality. Mary Ellen describes her neutrality in 

terms of distance. She achieves distance as an operator of the system. In 

other words, someone who initiates the tools and helps the group follow a 

plan based on a rational decision procedure. 



84 

Shaping the Discussion 

The way facilitators run the tools gives shape to the electronic 

discussion. The facilitator's work involves both the electronic tools and 

oral directions. Shaping the discussion helps the participants determine 

what information and ideas are most relevant to the decision and discussion 

at hand. In the following excerpt, the facilitator explains how she shapes 

the discussion by helping the group build a list of ideas and then narrows 

the list to a set of alternatives for further discussion. 

Data Segment 2.9 ["Popcorn surveillance": F22] 

If they are intimidated by the software then that is kind of holding them back and 
they are not listening to what I am saying. Uhm they are also trying to generate 
ideas becaiise they do not want to be the only one not typing. And we call it the 
popcorn effect. When you hear someone typing it soimds like popcorn. And 
when it kind of drowns out, you know everybody is done typing. 

[Interviewer: Do you use that term with the people?] 

Yeah, because it does sound like popcorn. Uhm and that is a key to the facilitator 
to see when things are winding down. Because usually I am sitting here watching 
the clock, I had to buy that clock specifically because it is hard to read my watch, 
so I can read that and see that 25 minutes has passed. But I should be paying 
attention more to the sound coming from the keyboards, so I changed my process 
a littie that way. But uhm if they are not used to the keyboard, they still feel that 
they need to know how to run the software anyway. And you really don't, and, 
"Suzie will tell you what keys to hit, where to move your mouse to and what to 
click, just follow her lead." But they don't pay attention. So you have to go stand 
behind them and help them which is fine. I don't mind doing that because 
everybody else is talking. So I can kind of leave them alone and pay more 
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attention to these people that aien't getting it. At first I would have a habit of 
grabbing their mouse, ya know, or doing it for them, but now I actually put my 
hands behind my back and tell them what to do and force them to do it. Because 
they would rather sit here without putting their hands on the laptop and not give 
any input. 

In "popcorn surveillance," Mary Ellen illustrates how she is sensitive 

to the dynamics of groups and attentive to managing their time. Facilitators 

generally work out some surveillance methods they employ to manage the 

flow of the meeting and ability to meet the client's goals. This is also a 

telling of process management. Mary Ellen attends to the discussion by 

looking at signs other than the content of the discussion to make choices 

about intervening. 

Facilitators do attend to the contents of the discussion to develop a 

feel for the progress of a meeting. Facilitators will intervene to prevent 

meetings from becoming derailed by conflict and politics internal to the 

group. In the following excerpt, the facilitator explains how she manages 

differences of opinion among participants and helps to diffuse situations 

where parties may lose face. 

Data Segment 2.10 ["Get along Bobby": F22] 

Uhm the problem is when there is conflict in the room, she doesn't agree with 
him. and what do you do? So, I think at the conference that we were at in 
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January, they said agree with both parties and then say "If you would like to make 
this an issue we can add it to the issue list." and we can talk about it later if you 
like. Most times they forget it is up there or they resolve it throughout the 
duration of the meeting so you really don't have that conflict after awhile. 

[Interviewer: When you say conflict, what are they conflicting about?] 

Well, like if one person is saying, "Well Colleen I heard your department is going 
to be reduced by 50%." And she is like "What are you talking about, I have never 
heard that and I am an ofScer and I should know these things." And uhm "Well 
that is what the rumor is aroimd here." And she goes, "well that is absolutely not 
true." I mean I really can't, I don't have any idea whether that is true or not and so 
if it has got nothing to do with the subject matter specifically, I say "could we 
hold that for another time or could you guys discuss that during a break." If it has 
something to do with it, uhm I try and get into more detail like "Bob why are you 
bringing that up now, is that affecting something in your department, that you 
guys need to hire some people so you might want some of these automation 
people that are being cut, uhm but yet Colleen is saying we are not going to be 
cutting so maybe it is a timing thing where Colleen can't talk about it yet. You 
might just need to wait to find out more from her so maybe that is something you 
do want to talk with her about later instead of here." Just to kind of make them 
feel better that maybe it could be going on but he has some other issue going on 
and they can talk about it later or off-line. They just, you don't want them to get 
into arguing. In that one session where we had to take those 50 people and plop 
em into 9 units, one of the managers was losing 13 people and only ending up 
with 3 reporting to him. 1 would feel awful, so I was feeling bad for him like oh 
my gosh he is not going to have that many people reporting to him, and so he was 
sitting there like this, leaning back in his chair and not wanting to say anything. 
He was mad and finally somebody, because it was so early on and so sensitive in 
how I was dealing with all this stuff, I didn't know what to do because I was 
feeling bad for this guy. So his officer said "Now Bob, you will be kept busy 
even though you will only have 3 people." And Bob said, "Well, I would just like 
4 people." That is all he wanted was four instead of three even though he lost 
how ever many that was, he wanted 4 people because he thought he really needed 
4 people to do the job that he was responsible for. So they talked about that a 
little bit and finally somebody gave up a person, so then he was happy, but you 
could just tell, he was not going to talk anymore because he crossed his arms and 
just kind of sat there with this pout on his face. 
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Mary Ellen's account about handling reflects the use of harmonizing 

strategies to handle a conflict. She treats the conflict as an opportunity for 

the meeting to go off-track. Her intervention does not draw out substantive 

differences of opinion nor does it encourage the participants to enter 

comments relevant to the conflict into the system. Instead, the intervention 

treats the conflict as something personal between the parties that is better 

handled "off-line." Her focus is how Bob's apparent grievance would slow 

down the meeting. 

Decision Service and Meetings 

The meeting is a puzzle to which computer supported facilitation is 

the solution. Meetings are events where participants have the opportunity to 

influence collective choice by contributing to the decision oriented 

communication that constitutes the event. Yet, there are numerous barriers 

preventing successful participation which in turn lead to the deterioration of 

meeting effectiveness and efficiency and ultimately reduce the efficacy of 

organizations and firms. The goal of computer supported facilitation is to 

improve the conditions of decision oriented communication by removing 
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the barriers to affective group work. The groupware is designed to remove 

barriers to the flow of messages among multiple participants. The decision 

rooms work to remove barriers that contribute to lack of focus and 

interruptions to group work. Finally, facilitation works to bring the 

elements of the decision service together by adapting the decision service to 

the problems of meeting faced by the participants. 

Facilitators treat problems of choice faced by clients and participants as 

problems of inefficiency in the decision process. Computer supported 

facilitators facilitate intellectual work by creating an environment that does 

not interfere with the substance of the choice and flow of ideas. Instead the 

system enhances the flow of ideas by focusing the group on the nature of 

the task, providing organized channels and opportunities for discussion, and 

unobtrusively governing the technical system. In these ways, computer 

supported facilitation offers a form of intervention that presumably 

rationalizes decision making processes and humanizes the work 

environment. Intervention that is non-directive yet enables collective 

choice making. Computer supported facilitation is the realization of a long 
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Standing efforts to create neutral intervention that enables intellectual work. 
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CHAPTERS 

FROM CONCEPT TO SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY 

A computer supported facilitator's introductory remarks to electronic meeting 
participants; 

All right, let me get you all started talking with each other, in this environment. 
For some of you this is review, but I will step through it for anybody who hasn't 
done this, or simply just hasn't done it for awhile and doesn't recall. By pressing 
the enter key you move into any one of the six folders. You can use the up and 
down arrow keys to highlight, a given folder. The enter key will open that folder 
and let you step inside of it. When you open the folder in the blue screen, you see 
the blue window, you see all the information that's already in the folder. And, I've 
just started you with some of the probing questions. Nobody else has written 
anything yet in the folder. In the black window is where you will type your own 
comments. If you just start typing it will automatically go into the black window. 
After you've typed your thought, your idea, your answer to one of the question, or 
your remarks or responses to somebody else's comments you simply press the G 
key. The function three key at the top of your keyboard. The f3 key will submit 
your comments so the whole group can read them, in the blue window, and it will 
also close the folder and take you back to that shelf of 6 folders. That's That's 
basically all there is to it, you open the window again by pressing the enter key. If 
you want to close the folder without adding a comment the escape key will close 
the folder without adding a comment There is a lot more you can do, but that is 
enough to get you started. One other thing that you will begin to notice right 
away is that people put in comments, is every comment has a nimiber attached to 
it. At the end of each comment will be a number, that nimiber doesn't identify, 
everything you're going to say will be anonymous, that number doesn't identify 
you in any way, what it does is just tags a sequential nimiber to each comment. It 
is put on the comment to make it easier to have a conversation. So you can say, 
"comment number three could you explain what you mean about the program in 
more detail?" "Comment number four I disagree with you, but here is why I 
disagree with you." So it lets you have a conversation, back and forth, even 
though it is anonymous. That's basically what is involved. 
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That it is even possible for a facilitator to describe meeting 

participation, like the facilitator in the introductory example, is due to a 

complex layering of achievements. While no complete history of these 

achievements has been attempted, nor will it be here, there is a sufficient 

record of key moments, declarations of purpose, and announcements of 

technical innovations to recover important symbolic and technical resources 

that shape the practice of computer supported facilitation. The 

contemporary form taken by the practice of computer supported facilitation 

is one important historical story about realizing the ideal and resolving the 

paradoxes of implementing democratic decision making. Tracking the 

evolution of an idea into a contemporary form of its practice is 

accomplished by identifying both the recognition and resolution of 

anomalies that arise in the effort to achieve that idea. What computer 

supported facilitators do is not a simple story about coping with technical 

innovation. Instead, it is a story about the emergence of the technical and 

the ideal from the interplay between normative and descriptive assumptions 

about the social world. The practice of computer supported facilitation is 
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bounded by a history of ideas about how intellectual work ought to take 

place and a history of beliefs about what people do and are capable of 

doing. The culture of practice emerging around computer supported 

facilitation is a cross-roads of practical knowledge that has taken shape in 

the emerging conceptions of the role of process facilitator, the proliferation 

of social technologies for group participation, and the development of 

computing technology to augment intellectual work. 

What is facilitation? From a historical perspective it is a concerted 

yet diffuse effort to realize ideal communication events. Events that allow 

people to collectively understand one another, make collective choices, 

resolve collective disagreements, and to create consensual change in 

collective goals. The realization of ideal communication events has 

expressed itself in three ways. First, the role of the facilitator changed from 

"trainer" to "process manager." The role of the practitioner shifted from an 

individual who helps collectives recognize how their individual action 

affects the collective to a person who deliberately, though neutrally, 

manages group processes to achieve particular goals. Second, the 



techniques of intervention evolved from methods that encourage 

participants to express their ideas about a choice to more elaborate "social 

technologies" that use participant expressions as information to be 

processed in the next part of the activity. The social technologies, in this 

sense, have "computational features" that help to remove the influence of 

the facilitator from the intervention. Third, collaborative computing 

technologies evolve from designs to create better information access to 

designs that create grounds for collaborative participation. Collaborative 

technologies represent a means for intervention disembodied from the 

individual facilitator while attempting to automate procedures that achieve 

the ideals of facilitation. A brief history of computer supported facilitation 

is told below through key public accounts of the practice. These accounts 

track the emergence and eventual computerization of the role of facilitating 

democratic decision making. 

Early Efforts at Collective, Cooperative Decision-Making 

The rise of the facilitator is part of a larger movement to find means 

to improve democratic participation and the trend to apply social science to 
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social problems. The "facilitator" role emerged in a variety of forms, as a 

solution to the problem of realizing democratic conmiunication, i.e., 

collective, consensually based decisions on matters shared by a collective. 

During the early 20th century there was a strong social movement for public 

forums where citizens could discuss the problems facing the public. The 

movement waned with The War but came back to prominence during the 

Great Depression. The DesMoines Public Forums, for instance, were 

initiated in 1932 and spawned a larger national experiment in adult 

education. In 1934, J. W. Studebaker, Superintendent of the DesMoines 

public schools, who had successfiilly implemented the forums in 

DesMoines became the United States Commissioner of Education. He 

believed that the forums would spread throughout the nation until "within a 

decade 10,000 able leaders could be at work in the Nation's systems of 

education guiding a process of free inquiry into public problems. Tens of 

millions of citizens could take part regularly in adult civic education 

through public forums" (quoted in Nichols, 1941, p. 434). By 1937 over 
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10,000 forum meetings with over 1,000,000 people participating had been 

held (Nichols, 1941). 

Farlv Manifestations 

At the end of the 19th century, Triplett's observances of the effects of 

collectives on individual performance initiated the study of social 

facilitation (Allport, 1920). It was Kurt Lewin's work at the University of 

Iowa, however, that became the significant force in developing the field of 

facilitative intervention. Lewin, Lippit, and White (1939) studied how 

different forms of leadership create different social climates. They found 

that leaders who attempted to foster a spirit of cooperation and 

egalitarianism by allowing the group members to participate in decisions 

and by limiting orders and commands in favor of discussing and informing 

created social climates where the group members were independently 

productive and less hostile towards each other. 

Lewin and his colleagues believed the application of democratic 

leadership to groups would improve a group's ability to tackle a wide array 

of social problems. The emergence of the National Training Laboratories in 
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Bethel, Maine resulted from the attempts to improve group communication 

by Lewin and his colleagues. The "labs" intended to help people "to take 

positions of responsibility" by training them in "change-agent skills" and 

"group growth dimensions" (Barron and Krulee, 1948). The desires to help 

develop leaders who could help with community problems was not far 

removed (actually about 100 miles) from the DesMoines Public Forum 

experience. The difference, of course, is that Lewin and his colleagues were 

social scientists developing the science of "group dynamics" that would 

produce a widely distributed stock of knowledge. 

The 1948 special issue of the Journal of Social Issues, edited by 

Lewin's colleagues Leland Bradford and John French, reports the progress 

of the training labs designed for "developing the strategy and tactics of 

democratic group action" (Lippit, p. 1, 1948). In Bradford's introductory 

remarks, he explains how to bring science and practice together to handle 

the problem of meeting (Bradford, 1948, p. 2): 

In the past the development of the discnssion method has largely resulted from the 
practical efforts of those in adult education—from workers in agricultural 
extension, in group work, in family living programs and in community 
discussions. In recent years, social scientists have begim to study the process of 
group discussion and group work, bringing to the experiential progress of field 
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workers the skill and discipline of scientific method. The Research Center for 
Group Dynamics, established by the late Kurt Lewin, has been pioneering in this 
area. 

Thus is was (sic) not accidental that the National Training 
Laboratory in Group Development was jointly developed by the Research 
Center for Group Dynamics and the Division of Adult Education Services 
of the National Education Association. It is only proper that the two areas 
of social science and adult education should come together to develop 
desperately needed basic concepts and skills in the field of group 
discussion and productivity. 

There is no more basic need in the world today than the need for 
adults to learn the skills of working together—the need for adult education. 
We have been trained in the skills of meeting our individual problems, but 
we face problems too big for any of us to meet alone. We stand almost 
paralyzed before the avalanche of crucial needs for decisions and action, 
which must be made by adults now—and we have not the skills of making 
these decisions together as they must be made. Although the preamble to 
UNESCO states that, "since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the 
minds of men that the defenses of peace must be constructed," men need 
the skills to enable them to work, discuss and decide successfiilly together 
if peace is to be secured. 

Today we are bombarded with techniques and media to create in us 
fear and emotional turmoil rather than given the means of learning skills 
of solving our problems. 

Bradford (1948, p. 3-4) continues: 

Against this background of desperate need for imderstanding and 
skill in group productivity is the really tragic picture of the almost 
universal inability of people to operate effectively in group situations. 
Anyone familiar with the average committee, with its difSculties in 
reaching decisions, its incomplete discussions and immature ideas, its 
personality clashes and emotional stress, and its inability to move from 
decision into action, should have no difficulty accepting this statement. 
This group inability has served to reinforce further the acceptance of the 
group leader as a policeman ready to coax or bludgeon the irresponsible 
group member into productivity. The more the leader assiuned police 
responsibility for group behavior, the more group members gained in 
irresponsibility for their behavior. Leadership thus emphasized the 
techniques of manipulation and control, and productivity was typically 
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defined as the extent to which the leader could induce the group to accept 
his knowledge or decisions. The responsibility of the leader to help a 
group define its own problems, organize itself intelligently for production, 
and to train its own members to better carry out group responsibilities has 
not firequently been considered. 

The role of the facilitator found its earliest expression in the idea of 

the "democratic leader" envisioned by Lewin and colleagues. Sam Keltner, 

a participant in this Lewinian tradition, reports an early implementation of 

democratic leadership. These early conceptualizations of democratic 

leadership laid the groundwork for prescribing the facilitator role. Keltner's 

1988 account, which also includes a 1974 account by Bradford, illustrates 

that the ideas of democratic leadership took hold and evolved. Keltner 

(1988, p. 11) describes the iimovation: 

Beginning in January 1946 a number of adult educators and social 
psychologists, led by Lee Bradford and Kurt Lewin, organized several 
conferences with a unique structure. Instead of an agenda of speeches by 
"experts" the conferences were broken up into work groups led by trained group 
leaders and recorders. Bradford and Lewin 

trained the leaders in how to be a help to the group rather than an expert to 
it. They were trained in how to build or validate or expand the work 
agenda of the group, how to help the group keep itself relevant to the task 
without using a time clock or managing the group.. .how to get their 
groups started... how to handle disruptive members who rambled on ... 
how to encourage others who did not talk... how to make members firee 
to contribute and still keep the group on beam without regimenting them— 
in short, how to lead without making a big production of it. (Bradford, 
1974, p. 31; emphasis added) 
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The leadership functions described above are now central features of 

facilitation. The elaboration and refinement of these features became 

possible through discoveries made at NTL. 

Discovering Process 

A critical development in the evolution of facilitation during this time 

occurred in June 1946. The new workshop format, described above by 

Bradford and Lewin, was applied to handle ethnic relations problems. The 

situation arose from the increased competition for jobs due to the influx of 

returning GIs and the downturn in the defense industry. The key discovery 

made during this time was that the group could be involved in its own 

collective learning and adjustment. The invention of a new kind of 

conversation took place. As Kleiner (1996, p. 35) reports, "the flow of 

conversation is also the subject of the same conversation and in which 

people's understandings of themselves and each other seem to flow naturally 

to the surface." 35). Keltner (1988, p. 12), using Lippitt's original account, 

reports the event where this insight was realized: 

In June 1946 a special workshop in Connecticut was designed to "develop 
more effective local leaders in facilitating understanding of and compliance with 
the Fair Employment Practices Act" (Berme. 1964, p. 81). Participants were 
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professionals in teaching and social work, businessmen, and interested citizens. 
Small groups of 10 persons each spent most of their time examining "back home" 
problems through discussion and role playing. Each group had a research 
observer and a "trainer." 

Lewin arranged for the trainers and observers to meet each evening to 
discuss and analyze their experiences with their learning groups. Most of the 
participants retumed home each evening to their families. Those who remained 
on campus had nothing to do but sit around. Several asked if they might sit in on 
the staff meetings where discussions of the day's activities were taking place. 
Ronald Lippitt describes what happened. 

Sometime during the evening, an observer made some remarks about the 
behavior of one of the three persons who were sitting in—a woman trainee. 
She broke in to disagree with the observation and described it from her 
point of view. For a while there was quite an active dialogue between the 
research observer, the trainer and the trainee about her interpretation of the 
event, with Kurt an active prober, obviously enjoying this different source 
of data that had to be coped with and integrated. 

At the end of the evening the trainees asked if they could come back for 
the next meeting at which their behavior would be evaluated. Kurt, feeling 
that it had been a valuable contribution rather than an intrusion, 
enthusiastically agreed to their return. The next night at least half of the 
50 or 60 participants were there as a result of the grapevine reporting 
about the activity by the three delegates. 

The evening session from then on became the significant learning 
experience of the day, with the focus on actual behavioral events and with 
active dialogue about differences of interpretation and observations of the 
event by those who had participated in them. 

The staff were equally enthusiastic, for they found the process a unique 
way of securing data and interpreting behavior. In addition, the staff 
discovered... the effect of making participants more sensitive to their 
own conduct and brought criticism into the open in a healthy and 
constructive way. (Lippitt, 1949) 

The involvement of the participants in the critical exploration of their own process 
in an intense, open, and confrontational way was an essential discovery. Results 
on the groups were highly effective. Significant changes were seen taking place 
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on the spot. Ken Benne points out that this discovery opened the door to the 
method of laboratory training in groups, self, interpersonal relations, and the 
group processes. 

"Process" eventually became an important term in the vocabulary of 

facilitation. As a sensitizing concept it sustains awareness of how 

participant and collective actions mutually influence the career of a group 

interaction. "Process" is a category through which facilitators can target 

their intervention actions and their theorizing about practice. It is a 

primitive idea aroimd which the practical knowledge and the skills of 

facilitating emerge. 

Earlv Technical Innovations 

The T-group, or therapy groups, was the first major iimovation at 

NTL based on the process idea. The T-group was the precursor to the well-

known National Training Laboratory (NTL) sessions held aimually in 

Bethel, Maine. The purpose of T-groups is to develop understanding of 

social dynamics and to help participants develop new social skills. It is a 

technique where a facilitative leader helps group members develop their 

social skills by focusing the parties on how their individual and collective 

actions produced the very experience they were having. The NTL sessions 
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were an important site for the professionalization and development of a 

stock of knowledge regarding the practice of process facilitation, as Kleiner 

(1996, p. 42) describes it: 

NTL's researchers had inadvertently created an art form. Now they proceeded to 
dissect it. Like a newborn animal, each young laboratory group developed in 
distinct, but predictable ways, ripe for study and analysis. If you were a young 
social psychologist. Bethel was the most coveted place in America to spend your 
simuner; and you could get in only through the recommendation of an NTL 
fellow. "It would be a lot easier to get into the Burning Tree Country Club," one 
former research associate reminisced years later. And that was only the beginning 
of years of exciting, but grueling apprenticeship. You would run T-Groups in 
collaboration with some of the best "process" facilitators in the world, gaining in 
skill year after year. Eventually, you might become a fellow yourself-if you were 
valued enough to be approved by the existing fellows, in a ballot so secret that 
nominees never knew they were being considered. Once you passed that hurdle, 
your income was probably assured, for NTL did not take most of the consultation 
work that came its way. Instead, it referred business to fellows, who also referred 
business to each other. 

From the perspective of the practice of facilitation, it was the premiere place 

to leam how to effectively run meetings that produced social and personal 

change. It was, after all, at NTL where the invention of new concepts and 

methods for redesigning meetings took place. Indeed, the invention of the 

"flip-chart" took place at NTL. The "flip-chart" is a way for groups to track 

their discussion and learning (Kleiner, 1996). 

At NTL, the participants actively cultivated the ability to facilitate 

meeting. The participants actively theorized about the role a trainer should 
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have in a group. The participants experiment with process to see how 

changing it could improve an individual's ability to participate in group. 

Morton Deutsch, Albert Pepitone, and Alvin Zander (1948) describe the 

personality and behavior of a discussion leader. They focused on "Ray 

Andrews," who had a combination of communication skills and democratic 

ideology they believed would make him an "effective democratic group 

leader." Their description of Andrews provides early insight into the 

presence of facilitation in the trainer role and the demands of democratic 

leadership envisioned by NTL (1948, p. 34): 

The faculty had the overall objective of improving the delegate's skills in 
handling human relations situations. This objective was differentiated into several 
goals which are listed and described in the article presenting the life story of 
Andrews' discussion group. It was in the light of these goals that he planned his 
behavior. Specifically, as he saw them such goals demanded that he: 

1. Work with the group members in developing plans that are agreeable 
to all of them instead of telling them what they are to do and how they 
are to do it 

2. Make statements as a leader which are intended to guide rather than 
direct. 

3. Be responsible for making a firequent oral inventory of progress and 
for stating whether or not the group is staying on a path that will take 
them to their goal. 

4. Work with all group members on the task of evaluating how 
effectively they are working together. He saw it within his authority to 
stop the discussion long enough for the members to look at themselves 
as a working group. 
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5. Give expert information only when it is pertinent to the situation and 
not when it is inappropriate. 

6. Support the development of spontaneous shifts in activity by the group 
which are in line with the policy agreed upon by them. 

In summary, his attempts to fulfill the general objectives agreed upon by the 
Workshop faculty demanded unassertive, socially sensitive and supportive 
behavior. There were, of course, other objectives which came and went as the 
situation, the group expectations, the needs of the members, and the discussion 
content varied. 

While the description of discussion leader Ray Andrews is particular to him, 

the way Andrews' conceptualizes the demands of his role is summarized by 

Deustch et al. to point to the practical facilitation knowledge cultivated at 

the NTL. These goals both describe what a democratic leader is and 

prescribe the actions a leader ought to take. The description shows how a 

leader focuses on group process and helps the group become aware of the 

process. NTL, however, was not the only place where process oriented 

leadership occurred. 

Process Consultation and the Emergence of the Process Manager 

A parallel development to the NTL T-group occurred at the 

University of Chicago. Immediately following World War n Carl Rogers 

and his colleagues were looking for an effective and efficient means to train 

counselors at the Veterans Administration to handle problems of the 
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returning veterans. They developed a "brief and intensive course of 

training" that used an "intensive group experience" that attempted "to tie 

together experiential and cognitive learning in a process which had 

therapeutic value for the individual" (Rogers, 1970, p. 3-4). In retrospect, 

he saw his application of groups as generally similar to NTL and both as 

part of a larger social movement emphasizing group experiences to promote 

change. In the foreword to his 1970 book Carl Rogers on Encounter groups. 

Rogers describes his goal to "convey iny perception of one of the exciting 

developments of our time: the intensive group experience." 

Central to the intensive group experience, advocated by Rogers, was 

the role of the facilitator. The role is prominent, just as in the NTL 

experience, yet enigmatic. Rogers explains the role (1970, p 7-8): 

The group in almost every case is small (from eight to eighteen members), 
relatively unstructured, choosing its own goals and personal directions. The 
experience often, though not always, includes some cognitive input—some content 
niaterial which is presented to the group. In almost all instances the leader's 
responsibility is primarily the facilitation of the expression of both feelings and 
thoughts on the part of group members. Both in the leader and in the members 
there is a focus on the process and dynamics of immediate personal interactions. 
These are, I believe, some of the identifying characteristics which are rather easily 
recognized. 

There are also certain practical hypotheses which tend to be held in 
conmion by all these groups, which might be formulated in quite different ways. 
Here is one such formulation. 
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A facilitator can develop, in a group which meets intensively, a 
psychological climate of safety in which freedom of expression and 
reduction of defensiveness gradually occur. 

In such a psychological climate many of the immediate feeling reactions 
of each member toAvard others, and of each member toward himself, tend 
to be expressed. 

A climate of mutual trust develops out of this mutual freedom to express 
real feelings, positive and negative. Each member moves toward greater 
acceptance of his total being—emotional, intellectual, and physical—as it i^ 
including its potential. 

With individuals less inhibited by defensive rigidity, the possibility of 
change in personal attitudes and behavior, in professional methods, in 
administrative procedures and relationships, becomes less threatening. 

With the reduction of defensive rigidity, individuals can hear each other, 
can learn from each other, to a greater extent. 

There is a development of feedback from one person to another, such that 
each individual leams how he appears to others and what impact he has in 
interpersonal relationships. 

With this greater freedom and improved communication, new ideas, new 
concepts, new directions emerge. Innovation can become a desirable 
rather than a threatening possibility. 

These learnings in the group experience tend to carry over, temporarily or 
more permanently, into the relationships with spouse, children, students, 
subordinates, peers, and even superiors following the group experience. 

While this description of basic aspects of the experience would probably 
fit a majority of groups, it would be less applicable in such situations as Gestalt 
therapy and other groups where the leader is much more in charge and much more 
manipulative. 

It might be mentioned that the style of the leader and his own concepts of 
the group process make a great deal of difference in the conduct and experience of 
the group. It has been found however that in leaderless groups, where individuals 
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simply meet intensively without any one person named as facilitator or leader, the 
process that occurs is similar to the description given. Hence, it might be said that 
variations fix>m it often depend on the style or point of view of the leader or 
facilitator. 

Rogers account, written nearly 25 years after the original uses of T-

groups and encounter groups, points out the necessity of the facilitative role 

in creating a social space safe for delicate human communication. 

Curiously, Rogers undermines the role of the facilitative leader when he 

acknowledges the efficacy of leaderless groups. The facilitator is someone 

who can interfere with the emergent group experience yet the facilitator is 

necessary to create the conditions for the group experience. 

Rogers explains his solution to the dilemma of interference by 

conceptualizing goals in degrees of abstraction and specificity (1970, p. 45): 

Another attitude has to do with aims. I usually have no specific goal for a 
particular group and sincerely want it to develop its own directions. There are 
times when, because of some personal bias or anxiety, I have had a specific goal 
for a group. When this has happened, either the group has carefiiUy defeated that 
aim or has spent enough time dealing with me so that I have truly regretted having 
a specific goal in mind. I stress the negative aspects of specific goals because, at 
the same time as I hope to avoid them, I also hope there will be some sort of 
process movement in the group, and even think I can predict some of the probable 
generalized directions, though not any specific direction. For me this is an 
important difference. The group will move—of this I am confident—but it would 
be presimiptuous to think that I can or should direct that movement toward a 
specific goal. 
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The role complexity of the facilitator in both the Rogerian and NTL 

experience was a product of the demands on the facilitator to purposely 

guide a group without moving the group towards any particular end. The 

self-directed group was not the only one arena where facilitation was 

making inroads. Facilitation had also emerged as a means to create and 

manage organizational change. 

The intensive group experiences at this point target enabling 

individuals to understand themselves more fiilly ui relation to their world so 

that they can help themselves. Rogers, however, describes the use of 

intensive group experiences toward other ends. Rogers dedicated a chapter 

in his book to "areas of modem life in which the intensive group experience 

seems to have possibilities for constructive use" (1970, p. 135). In that 

chapter he explains how industry, churches, government, race relations, 

international tensions, families, the generation gap, educational institutions, 

and project transition benefit from facilitated interventions. He begins the 

chapter with applications in industry. Rogers describes the use of an 

encounter group method at TRW Systems, Inc. to intervene on personnel 
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problems that arise in corporate mergers. He describes an intervention 

design intended to help new co-workers in a corporate merger develop good 

relations (1970, p. 136): 

Having elicited the various concerns that are deeply felt on each side, the 
facilitator (employed by the Systems company) brings the two groups together 
and simply lists on a blackboard the questions that have been voiced. They then 
proceed to explore more and more openly, as they begin to develop trust in each 
other, the issues that really concern them. This process bypasses all the pseudo 
reasons for concern which are so often given. It leads toward a frank exchange, 
better commimication, a dissipation of irrational fears to a point where at least the 
only problems that remain are reasonable and rational ones which have a chance 
of yielding to some sensible solution. 

Participants at NTL also realized that the therapy style group and 

facilitation were means for organizational change. Rogers (1970, p. 136-

137) amplifies his point about industrial uses of therapy groups by citing a 

1968 NTL document about the role of intensive group experience in 

industry: 

Another utilization by industry is in what is called organizational development. 
This does not differ greatly from the personal development which is the goal of 
most encounter groups. It is, however, focused on the health of the organization 
as on the welfare and development of the individual. Here are the objectives of an 
organizational development project as given out by the National Training 
Laboratories: 

1. To create an open, problem-solving climate throughout the organization. 
2. To supplement the authority associated with role or status with the authority 

of knowledge and competence. 
3. To locate decision-making and problem-solving responsibilities as close to the 

information sources as possible. 
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4. To build trust among individuals and groups throughout the organization. 
5. To make competition more relevant to work goals and to maximize 

collaborative efforts. 
6. To develop a reward system which recognizes both the achievement of the 

organization's mission (profits and service) and organization development 
(growth of people). 

7. To increase the sense of "ownership" of organization objectives throughout 
the workforce. 

8. To help managers to manage according to relevant objectives rather than 
according to "past practices" or according to objectives which do not make 
sense for one's area of responsibility. 

9. To increase self-control and self-direction for people within the organization. 

The description Rogers cites from the NTL literature both describes and 

prescribes what a facilitative leader's role is in organizational change. 

The facilitation role emerged in the 1930s when people recognized 

the need for discussion leaders, in adult learning settings. The role evolved 

into the T-group and encounter group trainer. Finally, the facilitator is now 

a process specialist who creates communication events where groups and 

individuals learn and change through open communication. The facilitated 

encounter was also emerging as a means to better handle organization-wide 

problems through the unprovement of meeting encounters. The facilitator 

helps groups realize democratic discussion and decision ideals by creating 

open, participative communication environments. Facilitation had also 
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become recognized as a specialist role that could improve communication 

during organizational trouble. 

The evolution of the role also brought to light the competing demands of 

enacting the role. Organizational change environments exacerbated the 

interference dilemma faced by facilitators. The facilitator's task, in these 

situations, is to cause intentional change in a group. In T-groups or 

encounter groups, the facilitator guides the participation of people meeting 

for their individual purposes. In the organizational setting, a facilitator had 

to guide changes in groups and organizations that could be independent of 

the individual participants' beliefs or values. The intentional use of 

facilitators to produce collective change complicates the idea of neutral 

interventions. The facilitator derives neutrality by maintaining 

independence from the substance of any choice under consideration. Their 

independence rests upon the idea that a facilitator specializes in process 

iaiowledge. 

"Process consulting" emerged during this time. Synectics, a 

Cambridge, Massachusetts firm that specializes in helping organizations 
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innovate, claims to have "established the field of process consulting" 

(Synectics field notes). The key distinction in process consulting is between 

process and content. A Synectics representative explained this distinction 

during a presentation at an industry trade and professional conference when 

he described the early history of Synectics: 

[From Synectics field notes] 

He [the speaker] defined Synectics as "to bring together from diverse directions." 
He also pointed out that the word really is in the dictionary and not a phrase that 
they coined. He (The speaker] described the history of the company. It all started 
with the Arthur B. Little Co. in the mid-1950s. Five people at ABL were brought 
together to invent stuff. Two professors from MIT, a Madison avenue ad agent, a 
"shrink", and a builder—who could build anything. Soon these people became 
interested in their work process so they audio taped and videotaped their work. 
They studied projects that were successful, namely an "invented outcome with 
commitment to implement." Soon George Prince left ABL and formed synectics 
in the early 1960s. 

What Prince discovered was that creative groups require certain roles: decision 
maker, relevant experts, key implementers, process leader, and naive thinker. 
Prince coined the term "Process Leader." Adding ideas to the process and you get 
creativity. The role of the chair is conflicted in a typical meeting. Synectics took 
the chair role and separated the "what side," the content, client side from the "how 
side" that is the process. The benefit is the fireeing of resources. 

The role of the designed encounter conducted by a facilitator became 

more defined as people and firms began to specialize in "process 

consulting" as a means to improve organizations. Specializing on "process" 

generally refers to interventions that focus on the ways' humans relate to 
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each other in their networks of relationships. Process consultants are not 

managers within an organization but instead help managers take action on 

organizational problems stemming from human relations. The design and 

improvement of meetings among organizational members were intended to 

improve organizational performance. 

George Prince the founder of Synectics was not the only person in the 

1960s to recognize and formalize the role of process consulting. In the late 

1960s Edgar Schein, a process consultant with an affiliation to NTL, wrote 

a book making a formal statement regarding the role of a process consultant. 

Shein describes process consulting (P-C) by clarifying its focus (1969, p. 

9): 

P-C is a set of activities on the part of the consultant which helps the client 
to perceive, understand, and act upon process events which occur in the 
client's environment. 

The process consultant seeks to give the client "insight" into what is going 
on around him, within him, and between him and other people. The events to be 
observed and learned from are primarily the various human actions which occur in 
the normal flow of work, in the conduct of meetings, and in formal or informal 
encounters between members of the organization. Of particular relevance are the 
client's own actions and their impact on other people. 

It should be noted that this definition brings in several new concepts and 
assxmiptions, relating in general terms to what one looks for in making one's 
diagnosis. The important elements to study in an organization are the human 
processes which occur. A good diagnosis of an organizational problem may go 
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beyond an analysis of such processes but it cannot afford to ignore them. By 
implication, the process consultant is primarily an expert on processes at the 
individual, interpersonal, and intergroup levels. His expertise may go beyond 
these areas, but it must at the minimum include them. Improvement in 
organizational effectiveness will occur through effective problem finding in the 
human process area, which in turn will depend upon the ability of managers to 
learn diagnostic skills through exposure to P-C. 

Schein distinguishes the practice of process consulting from other forms of 

consulting. In non-process consulting, the client buys advice intended to 

solve the problem experienced. Schein argues that the benefits of process 

consultation derive from joint diagnosis that is lacking in the other two 

models of consultation. Process consultation is a unique form of expertise 

that is client centered (1969, p. 7): 

It is a key assumption underlying P-C that the client must leam to see the 
problem for himself, to share in the diagnosis, and to be activelv involved in 
generating a remedy. The process consultant may play a key role in helping to 
sharpen the diagnosis and in providing alternative remedies which may not have 
occurred to the client. But he encourages the client to make the ultimate decision 
as to what remedy to apply. Again, the consultant does this on the assumption 
that if he teaches the client to diagnose and remedy situations, problems will be 
solved more permanently and the client will be able to solve new problems as 
they arise. 

It should be emphasized that the process consultant may or may not be 
expert in solving the particular problem which is uncovered. The important point 
in P-C is that such expertise is less relevant than are the skills of involving the 
client in self-diagnosis and helping him to find a remedy which fits his particular 
situation and his unique set of needs. The process consultant must be an expert in 
how to diagnose and how to develop a helping relationship. He does not need to 
be an expert on production, marketing, finance, and the like. If problems are 
uncovered in specific areas like these, the process consultant would help the client 
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to find an expert resource in those areas, but he would also help the client to think 
through how best to get help firom such an expert 

The ideas of process consulting paved the way for further 

professionalization of the facilitator role. Conceptualizing the role of 

facilitation in terms of process management brought to light the potential 

problems that could arise from undue or imintended influence by facilitative 

interventions. Process consulting put boundaries on the role so that 

someone enacting the role had professional obligations to the other people 

involved in the intervention. Obligations that are identifiable and 

enforceable. Doyle «& Straus (1976) book "How to make meetings work" 

presented the most complete description of facilitation practice to date. In 

the book, the authors explain the role of the facilitator (Doyle & Straus, 

1976, p. 15): 

The key to solving the problems of authority, participant contribution, and 
managerial overload is to separate the process role (often played by the manager 
as chairperson) from the power or decision-making role. The manager maintains 
his or her involvement in issues and responsibility for making decisions and 
delegates all the procedural fimctions to another person—the facilitator. 

The facilitator is a meeting chauffeur, a servant of the group. Neutral and 
nonevaluating, the facilitator is responsible for making sure the participants are 
using the most effective methods for accomplishing their task in the shortest time. 
The manager, as decision maker, participates fully in the meeting, fights for his or 
her ideas, sets constraints, and does not give up any power and responsibility (p. 
35). 
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The facilitator holds the group back, offers a menu of possible way of 
attacking the problem, and waits until there is agreement on one particular 
process. Then the facilitator helps keep the group on track until it has 
accomplished what it set out to do or wants to change direction. By getting all the 
group members to use the same tool at the same time on the same problem, the 
facilitator can transform a group from a multi-headed animal to a creative, 
coordinated organism. 

To make sure that all participants have an opportunity to participate, that 
everyone will be protected from personal attack, and that no one is allowed to 
dominate the meeting, the facilitator is empowered to act as a cop. When the 
group is working well together, the facilitator may not need to do much and lets 
group members speak spontaneously. When things become heated or bogged 
down, the facilitator steps in and becomes more forceful in his or her use of power 
to direct the meeting process, signaling who should speak next, cutting off 
aggressive behavior, and keeping the group to its agreed-upon task. 

Don't confuse our definition of a facilitator with others you may have 
heard. The Interaction Method is designed to accomplish tasks. It is not, as we 
have said, encounter or sensitivity training. The facilitator oils the tracks for 
groups to work effectively in meetings—to accomplish something. When a group 
is able to concentrate its creative energy, to work hard, and to accomplish a task in 
a positive and constructive fashion, group members feel better about themselves 
and each other. 

The facilitator agrees to remain neutral, not to contribute his or her own 
ideas, and not to evaluate the ideas of others. At times it can be very hard not to 
get involved in the content of a meeting, so if you are a facilitator, do ask your 
group to let you know if you are favoring a point of view, criticizing an idea, not 
letting certain people speak or cutting them off too soon, or in any other way 
manipulating the meeting. It is obvious that nobody can be totally neutral; you 
are going to have feelings and opinions about what is being said in the meeting. 

It is the responsibility of group members to make sure that your thoughts 
and feelings are not allowed to influence the meeting; ultimately, they have the 
right to remove you from the role of facilitator. 

This nonmanipulation pact between the facilitator and the rest of the group 
is one of a set of social contracts that is distinctive about the Interaction Method. 
It creates a self-correcting system. 

Three of the four key roles have now been introduced: the facilitator, the 
group member, and the manager/chairperson. It is the responsibility of the 
facilitator to make sure that group members work together and to protect them and 
the manager/chairperson from personal attack. It is the responsibility of the group 
members and the manager/chairperson to keep the facilitator from manipulating 
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the group in any way. And it is the role of the manager/chairperson to keep the 
group focused on the agenda, to set realistic limits and to be clear about 
organizational constraints.'" 

The evolution of the facilitator has been illustrated by tracking some 

important historic episodes. The role of process facilitator emerged from 

the early recognition that people are not ordinarily capable of creating an 

open and democratic communication event. Early participants in the field 

of facilitation worked on solutions that helped participants remember and 

track the substance of their discussions. The role of the facilitator was first 

realized in discussion leaders and trainers who took responsibility for the 

conduct of the communication to have open, democratic participation in 

problem solving. The role of the facilitator was professionalized through 

the development of special knowledge and skills related to the roles and 

through emerging definitions of the process management role. These 

changes also occurred during a time when facilitation became more widely 

adopted in organizational development. Doyle and Straus (1976) most 

Schwarz explains how to manage process and maintain 
neutrality by distinguishing and contracting for 
developmental or process facilitation. This distinction 
brings back the old notion of the training role a 
facilitator has. 
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directly express how the role of the facilitator is realized. Their writing 

formalizes the role as a process expert who administers meeting 

improvements and thus organizational effectiveness. The facilitator's task 

is to create open and participative communication in different kinds of 

meetings. The facilitator designs the meeting encounters in consultation 

with a client. Clients' expect the facilitator to help the group members 

express themselves and determine collective understanding without 

manipulating or interfering with naturally occurring ideas. The practical 

knowledge of the facilitation role and the emergence of professional 

obligations parallels the development of more standardized intervention 

techniques. 

From Interaction to Methods of Participation 

The practice of facilitation is more than a philosophy that defines a 

role. It also includes tools and skills. The development and deployment of 

the technologies of facilitation provide another window into understanding 

the practice. Technology is visible in the efforts to routinize human events 

that might otherwise be highly variable. The social technologies of 
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facilitation include different procedural methods to improve 

communication, decision-making, problem-solving and self-expression. 

Examples of these technologies include, Dewey's rational reflection 

sequence, the nominal group technique, problem census, T-groups, 

Synectics, Interactive Management, Interaction Method, the confrontation 

meeting, and search conferences (Argyle, 1983; Axelrod, 1992; Bunker and 

Alban, 1992a; Chilberg, 1989; Dannemiller and Jacobs, 1992; Dewey, 

1910; Bailey and Dupre, 1992; Rogers, 1970; Seibold, 1992). Facilitators 

now recognize the need to have a "toolkit" of methods and techniques. 

With a toolkit of methods, facilitators have ready solutions to deploy to 

handle difficult circumstances presented by a wide variety of interaction 

events (Doyle & Straus, 1976; Schwarz, 1994; Kaner, et al., 1996). 

The refinement of facilitation practice is visible in the evolution of 

intervention technologies. The technical evolution of the practice carried by 

solving practical problems that emerge from solving a previous set of 

practical problems. For instance, the DesMoines public forums' experience 

and early work by Lewin solved problems of getting ordinary citizens 
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together. These solutions, however, made obvious the need for group 

leaders to make discussion possible. A designated leader, of course, 

threatens the democratic orientation of a meeting. The early solution that 
A 

emerged, circumscribed the role of leaders to focus on supporting 

discussion rather than participating directly in the discussion. The content 

recorder and anecdotal observer were early efforts to solve the problem of 

creating coherent discussion. Barron and Krulee (1948, p. 11) report the 

effort at NTL: 

The duty of the group content observer was to keep as complete a record 
as possible of what was actually said while the group was in session. The content 
record was designed to give an objective account of the behavior of the 
individuals in the group. This observer was specifically directed not to interpret 
in any way the behavior of the group. There were five group content observers 
who rotated among the five training groups. Form their records we can study the 
behavior and the activities of the group firom the viewpoint of an observer who 
was not a permanent member of the group and who was seeing it in relation to 
four other similar groups. 

The anecdotal observer met with the same group for the entire laboratory 
period. It was his function to observe the way in which the group operated, the 
relationships between individuals, and how the group and the members changed 
or developed during the laboratory period. The anecdotal observer was directed to 
attempt to interpret what he saw so as to reach insights into why members 
behaved as they did and what was behind the changes that took place. During so-
called "evaluation sessions" he used these observations to help the group look at 
itself more objectively and improve its flmctioning. 

These two roles provide a formal means for the participants to reflect on 

their communication behavior. By making it explicit, it could be corrected 
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or explained and thus lead to better communication. The two roles focused 

on behaviors and communication effectiveness rather than leading the group 

toward a particular goal. In so doing, the participants retained control over 

the substance of the discussion while the new method created a mirror of the 

group process. 

The techniques for improving group communication were soon 

recognized as a means to improve larger systems of communication in 

which groups participated. The self-reflection techniques, and innovations 

built off the idea of self-reflection, were implemented as a means to help 

organizations achieve goals and solve organizational problems. Eventually, 

organizations would use T-group methods to handle personnel and 

organizational planning and development. Up to this point, T-groups 

focused on the social skill development of the participants but the 

application of this technique, employing process knowledge, had a distinct 

appeal for handling managerial problems. Kleiner (1996, p. 43) reports an 

early version of "vision" and "mission setting" methods which have since 

become popular methods employed in facilitative intervention. 
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Ron Lippitt, for instance, developed the idea of a "preferred vision" during his 
consultations with YMCA teams in Michigan [in the mid-1950s]. In a T-Group-
like forum, he would ask them to brainstorm a list of the problems they faced. As 
the list grew longer, the vigor in the room deflated. People blamed each other or 
grew despondent. So Lippitt started asking teams to imagine a picture of the 
future they preferred. "Let's say it's twenty years from now, and you're flying 
over this region in a helicopter. What do you see down there?" The more detailed 
and sincere people were in envisioning a desired frmire, the more energized and 
excited they felt. Suddenly, they began coming up with mutual solutions to 
problems which had seemed insoluble before. 

Within the NIL tradition, efforts continued to develop better approaches 

where people and organizations train themselves to be more collectively 

effective. These efforts led to inventing means to reduce the arbitrary 

influence of human facilitators on interventions. The goal of the methods 

was to assure that group discussion accurately reflected ideas of individual 

group members. The use of reflection techniques, however, realized further 

complications requiring solutions. 

Robert Blake and Jane Mouton, in 1958, used their NTL knowledge 

and experience to intervene on a labor management dispute at Esso 

Corporation. At management's request, they worked on the problem. They 

implemented group sessions where managers discussed their ideal work 

relationship and why it was unrealized. Blake then met with the union 

leaders to hear their complaints (see Kleiner, 1996, p. 27-60 for a more 
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complete historical account). Blake and Mouton's intervention using 

contemporary methods focused on helping the parties hear and understand 

one another through an alternative non-confrontational means. 

Complications, however, arose. 

In ordinary T-Groups, Blake and Mouton realized, no matter how nondirective the 
facilitator tried to be, he or she was still subtly dictatorial, even more dictatorial 
(because of the subtlety) than the harshest CEO, because all of that control was 
hidden—as in Shepard's manipulation of his T-Group's third day. But what if the 
T-Group were autonomous, without an assigned expert trainer? What if there 
were no change agents, but only participants ready to change themselves? 
(Kleiner 1996, p. 52). 

The use of reflection techniques could unduly influence the outcome 

towards some set of goals like the consultant's or the management's that 

would be alien to the interests or intentions of the group, Blake and Mouton 

saw this problem and wanted to develop techniques to overcome the 

influence dilemma. They had hoped to use in handling the Esso dispute but 

could not. Blake and Mouton's success with handling the Esso dispute 

enabled them to carry out "instrumented" group sessions in other venues. 

The idea behind instrumented groups was to create non-interfering 

methods of intervention. This eventually found expression in numerous 

technical interventions, as Keltner (1988, p. 17) explains: 
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In the fifth year of the labs no group was assigned a facilitator. Instead, 
they were given a series of 10 scaled instruments to fill out during and at the end 
of each session. These instruments were tabulated and charted by a staff assistant 
who posted them on the "Chart Wall" for group study (Human Relations Training 
Laboratory, 1959, p. 13). Group sessions were also tape recorded and each group 
had a library history of its own discussions for reference and study. This 
innovation has been introduced, in whole and in part, in a number of other 
workshop-type laboratories (Blake & Mouton, 1962, pp. 6Iff.). 

Efforts to bring more and more uncertainties of the practice under control 

further defined the role. Towards this end, the instrumented group helped 

remove some of the arbitrary features of human facilitators from the 

intervention scene. 

The procedures embodied improvements to draw attention toward the 

content of the talk for other ends rather than focusing just on individual 

improvement. The roles and tools evolved as solutions to new goals that 

came about because of iimovations. The original techniques developed 

ways to help groups focus on the task by drawing out natural 

communication. Easels, content/anecdote recorder, mstrumented groups, 

and formal intervention rules for the trainer worked towards this end. The 

new methods, however, structurally changed interaction to produce 

democratic discussion. Nominal group technique, Delphi, Dialectic, and the 

Search Conference are all procedural techniques intended to improve 
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discussion. These techniques enabled facilitators to handle larger 

collectives and more complex problems. 

The evolution of techniques both solved and created practical 

intervention problems. Removing the facilitator from the scene of an 

intervention does not resolve the problem of influence. Other inventions 

optimized on refining the type of influence the intervention would have. 

Inventions such as brainstorming, nominal-group technique, and devil's 

advocacy, for instance sought to improve the way groups communicated. 

The development of these intervention techniques followed a pattern of 

increasing formalization of ideas about effective participation into 

"technologies" of participation. These more advanced techniques still 

possess the quality of reflection but also produce specific kinds of collective 

reflection on what group members communicate. Moreover, these more 

advanced techniques have a computational quality in that performing one 

part of the technique depended on the outputs of another part of the 

technique. An implemented technique could, in a sense, become self-

perpetuating. 
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The role of the facilitator began to encompass greater responsibility 

and expertise as techniques became more sophisticated. The change is 

similar to the difference between mirrors and telescopes. The first 

techniques emphasized polite interaction and helped reflect back to the 

participants what they were saying. The participants could use the 

reflections to extend or further explore ideas. As the techniques advanced, 

the techniques focused on changing the form of interaction so that 

participants would engage in particular kinds of activities intended to 

produce particular kinds of outcomes. So, brainstorming is a particular 

activity that intended to produce a diverse set of good ideas. The 

facilitator's job is to make sure that the activity runs appropriately. The 

facilitator as trainer evolved into facilitator as process consultant and 

methodologist. 

From Networks to Group Decision Support Systems 

The use of computing to enhance the ability of people to work 

together cooperatively has a parallel history to the emergence of facilitation. 

That computing and facilitation have converged is obvious in the role of the 
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computer supported facilitator but it is less obvious that there was one time 

when these parallel efforts combined. These two historic paths are 

complementary visions about realizing collaborative communication 

spaces. Different people in different places worked on the practical 

problems of using computing power to enhance human-to-human 

interaction. At the same time, people attempted to work out the practical 

problems of facilitation. The emergence of collaborative computing is 

marked by the effort to find the technical means to eliminate the barriers to 

collective thinking and problem-solving. Most writing about the emergence 

of groupware, focuses on how the tools differ in optimizing synchronous 

versus asynchronous and distributed versus non-distributed meeting 

environments (see Baecker et al., 1995; Johansen, 1988). This way of 

categorizing collaborative computing while useful misses important 

historical transitions in the development of collaborative tools. DeSanctis 

and Gallupe (1987) and Turoff, Hilts, Bahgat, and Rana (1993) note the 

intent of collaborative tool design to shape decision relevant 

communication. An alternative way to see the emergence of collaborative 
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computing, then, is to see it as a concerted, though diffiised, effort to 

remove the barriers to collaborative intellectual work. It is from this 

vantage point that the history of groupware is visible as the development of 

non-authoritative means of socio-technical intervention. 

Three kinds of movements are visible in the history of collaborative 

computing development. Each movement is characterized by alternate 

solutions that remove the barriers to collective intellectual work. First, 

there is a concern to make expertise more accessible by improving the 

management of stored documents. This, for instance, has been realized in 

information retrieval and hypertext technologies. Second, there is a concern 

with transforming expertise into intelligence for particular collective choice 

situations by removing barriers to time and distance. This, for instance, this 

has been realized in email and conferencing system technologies. Third, 

there is a concem with combining local and distributed knowledge with 

technical expertise so that intelligent design and planning can take place by 

removing barriers to deliberation between different domains of expertise. 

This, for instance, has been realized in group decision support system 
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technologies. Computing technology adapts to handle different 

conceptualizations of the role of expertise in decision-making. Change in 

computing technology is visible in how the focal problem to be solved 

shifts from "access" and managing information to "participation" and 

managing process. 

Accessible expertise 

Developing better means of information retrieval is one way to 

connect people with good ideas. People accomplish cooperative intellectual 

by creating a record with which they interact with the ideas of others. 

Vannevar Bush in his famous article "As we may think," which appeared in 

Harper's magazine, envisioned the use of "the computer as a fundamental 

tool for transforming human thought and human creative activity," He saw 

that the proliferation of expert information created the dilemma that good 

ideas remained undiscovered by those who could use or extend the idea to 

solve problems. His vision entails a means by which people can effectively 

and efficiently access the record of expert knowledge. Bush (1945, p. 101-

102) explains: 
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Professionally our methods of transmitting and reviewing the results of research 
are generations old and by now are totally inadequate for their purpose. If the 
aggregate time spent in writing scholarly works and in reading them could be 
evaluated, the ratio between these amounts of time might well be startling. Those 
who conscientiously attempt to keep abreast of current thought, even in restricted 
fields, by close and continuous reading might well shy away from an examination 
calculated to show how much of the previous month's efforts could be produced 
on call. Mendel's concept of the laws of genetics was lost to the world for a 
generation because his publication did not reach the few who were capable of 
grasping and extending it; and this sort of catastrophe is undoubtedly being 
repeated all about us, as truly significant attainments become lost in the mass of 
the inconsequential. 

The difBculty seems to be not so much that we publish unduly in view of 
the extent and variety of present-day interests but rather that publication has been 
extended far beyond our present ability to make real use of the record. The 
summation of himian experience is being expanded at a prodigious rate, and the 
means we use for threading through the consequent maze to the momentarily 
important item is the same as was used in the days of square-rigged ships. 

Bush proposed the "memex" as a tool to handle the difficulty of 

managing and disseminating research results so that people could interact 

with the ideas of others. The memex, which presaged hypertext, the 

Internet, and the world-wide-web, is his name for a tool that stores and 

retrieves information. The tool is intended to enable users to consult the 

record of expert knowledge quickly and reliably. The user would also be 

able to track previous "trails" made through the records. Thus, the memex 

would become a "mesh of associative trails" (Bush, 1945, p. 108). These 

trails created another form of access to expert information by representing 
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how people think through problems. His vision was not merely the storage 

and retrieval of information but the ability to retain the search paths 

connecting ideas in a storage and retrieval system. A sort of'Virtual 

memory" stored in maintaining links between records. 

Not only is access to the intelligence of others taken to be part of the 

problem of expertise, but the problem of accessing one's own intelligence is 

formulated as a problem for intellectual work that could be solved through 

computing. Another visionary, J. C. R. Licklider (I960, p. 5-6) paints a 

picture of the barriers to thinking that computing can address. 

It soon became apparent that the main thing I did was to keep records... 
About 85 percent of my "thinking" time was spent getting into a position 

to think, to make decisions, to leam something I needed to know. Much more 
time went into finding or obtaining information than into digesting it Hours went 
into plotting of graphs and other hours into instructing an assistant how to plot. 
When the graphs were finished, the relations were obvious at once, but the 
plotting had to be done in order to make them so. At one point it was necessary 
to compare six experimental determinations of a function relating speech 
intelligibility to speech-to-noise ratio. No two experimenters had used the same 
definition or measure of speech-to-noise ratio. Several hours of calculating were 
required to get the data into comparable form. When they were in comparable 
form, it took only a few seconds to determine what I needed to know. 

Throughout the period I examined, in short my "thinking" time was 
devoted mainly to activities that were essentially clerical or mechanical: 
searching, calculating, plotting, transforming, determining the logical or dynamic 
consequences of a set of assimiptions or hypothesis, preparing the way for 
decision or an insight Moreover, my choices of what to attempt and what not to 
attempt were determined to an embarrassingly great extent by considerations of 
clerical feasibility, not intellectual capacity. 
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Licklider saw that what individuals think about is driven by the clerical 

barriers that to be overcome. Computing can solve this. The problem that 

both Licklider and Bush saw was how the barriers to information access 

could detrimentally drive decision making. Moreover, computing ought to 

be designed to remove those barriers to intellectual work. The research and 

development of human computer interaction and technologies such as 

information retrieval and hypertext systems pick up these visions. 

Doug Engelbart took up Bush and Licklider's concerns at his 

Augmentation Research Center at Stanford Research Institute (Johansen, 

1988; Rheingold, 1993). Englebart's vision was the "augmentation of 

human intellect." In particular, computing environments that could focus 

collective intellectual work like group idea creation and problem solving 

(Baecker et al., 1995; Johansen, 1988; and Rheingold, 1993). It was 

Engelbart who transformed the vision of computing from supporting 

individual access to supporting collaboration. As Rheingold (1993, p. 65-

66) puts it: 

Engelbart, who had been a radar operator during World War II, began to 
see an actual picture come into focus in his mind's eye, like a snapshot of the 
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future; "Whea I first heard about computers, I understood, from my radar 
experience, that if these machines can show you information on punchcards and 
printouts on paper, they could write or draw that information on a screen. When I 
saw the connection between a cathode-ray screen, an information processor, and a 
medium for representing symbols to a person, it all tumbled together in about a 
half hour." He saw groups of people at desks and in theaterlike environments 
where people could control the computer by pointing at it. 

The scene in his imagination grew more vivid and detailed. fCnowledge 
and information and thinking tools not yet invented could be available at the touch 
of a keyboard, the twist of a dial With a setup like that, Engelbart dreamed, 
groups of people might have a real handle on solving complex problems. 
December 1950, Engelbart's internal logic had taken him to the threshold of a 
crusade that has lasted almost half a century. By the I990's, as a direct result of 
Engelbart's crusade, tens of millions of people around the world use computers 
and telecommunications to extend their abilities to think and communicate. 
Computers as mind amplifiers are something we take for granted today. 

The effort to get a handle on the proliferation of expertise had 

spawned a new way of thinking about the role of computing in problem 

solving. Access to ideas, however, is only one condition of collaborating in 

intellectual work. The next movement, in developing computing 

technologies, deals with the problems of bringing far-flimg experts together 

to handle complex technical and policy decisions. The intervention focus 

shifts to creating procedures through computing tools that improve 

communication. 
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Expertise for Intelligent Action 

One of the first known attempts to create an electronic group 

communication event was the Berlin airlift in 1948. "An attempt was made 

to wire together telex machines fi*om a dozen different countries, but with 

everybody trying to communicate at the same time in different languages, it 

didn't work out" (Rheingold, 1993, p. 111). The effort attempted to create 

a virtual environment for intellectual work independent of any individual's 

location in time or space. The vision for "virtual teamwork" came from 

Englebart. Johansen (1988, p. 3-4) uses Engelbart's words to explain how 

collaborative computing came to focus on supporting collaborative 

intellectual work: 

When Engeibart talks of human augmentation, it is inherently team oriented. For 
example, he wrote in 1963(!): "We do not speak of isolated clever tricks that help 
in particular situations. We refer to a way of life in an integrated domain where 
hunches, cut-and-try, intangibles, and the human 'feel for a situation' usefully 
coexist with powerful concepts, streamlined technology and notation, 
sophisticated methods, and high powered electronic aids." 

In the early 1970s, Engeibart coined the term augmented knowledge 
workshops, building on the work done by Peter Drucker on the importance of 
knowledge work in U.S. society. Engelbart's focus was on the environment in 
which knowledge workers do their work, which Engeibart saw as a computer-
supported environment, one with profound implications. In 1973 he wrote, 
"Workshop improvement involves systematic change not only in the tools that 
help handle and transform the materials, but in the customs, conventions, skills, 
procedures, working methods, organizational roles, training, etc., by which the 
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workers and their organizations harness their tools, their skills, and their 
knowledge." Engelbart's augmented knowledge workshop laboratory developed 
early versions of concepts like collaborative dialogue, teleconferencing, recorded 
dialogue support, group writing, group programming, group databases, and 
multimedia communications. These are all concepts that are now beginning to 
appear in groupware products and services. Although Engelbart focuses on elite, 
high-performance teams, some of the principles can be applied much more 
broadly. 

The early, significant work, focusing on how to make decisions 

happen in situations of urgency combined with dispersed relevant experts, 

attempts to resolve coordination and communication problems. This work, 

pioneered by Murray Turoff and his colleagues, developed of computer 

conferencing systems (Hiltz and Turoff, 1992; Johansen, 1988; Rheingold, 

1993; Rice, 1984; Turoff et al., 1993). Turoff and colleagues saw 

computing as a way to build "virtual meeting spaces," as Hiltz and Turoff 

(1992) explain: 

"Facilities to support group work do not have to be physical; they can be 
constructed in software, or "virtual" structures, allowing participants to "meet" 
and work together through a computer mediated communication system (CMCS). 
These systems use computers and telecommunications networks to compose, 
store, deliver, regulate, and process communication among the group members 
and between the computer and the group. 

Rather than simply treating computing environments as spaces for storing 

information, Turoff and colleagues worked to create intellectual workspaces 
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that exist in the computing tecimoiogy. These spaces optimize 

communication processes. 

Over the last three decades this line of work has realized a set of 

designed solutions for collaborative computing intended to support 

communication among experts. Turoff and colleagues, during the 1960s, 

worked on computerizing Delphi group discussion techniques to help 

experts achieve justified consensus on critical policy issues. Delphi is a 

formal technique for eliciting and critiquing ideas from a panel of experts. 

During the 1970s, Turoff and colleagues worked on systems that managed 

information for emergency preparedness. These systems created means to 

store, retrieve, and organize messages from geographically dispersed 

experts. Turoff et al. (1993) summarize what their learning about 

collaborative computing in the following design principles: 

A group support system is fimdamentally and coordinatioa process that has strong 
roots in techniques for structuring group communication such as the Delphi 
method (Linstone and Turoff, 1975), "inquiry systems" (Churchman, 1971), and 
Nominal Group Techniques (Van de Ven and Delbecq, 1971). A DGSS can 
provide at least five distinct levels or types of support: 

1. Alternative communication channels for the group. This permits a group to 
work more efficiently and/or more effectively with shared text, structured 
data, and graphics. 
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2. Process structuring for communication protocols and human roles. This 
includes the improvement of the group process by addressing such concerns 
as: (a) Software support for a leadership or facilitation role (e.g., special 
powers or privileges); (b) Participation equality (e.g., requiring inputs from 
each participant); (c) Encouraging free exchange of ideas and opinions (e.g., 
anonymity and Delphi techniques); and (d) Voting protocols to elicit the 
group's preferred option, rating of each alternative, rank ordering of 
alternatives). 

3. Support for data collection, organization, filtering, formatting, feedback, and 
retrieval. This includes any and all material (text, data, graphics) generated or 
required by the group t support its deliberations. 

4. Availability of sophisticated decision aids in support of the group process 
(e.g., structural modeling, scaling methods, games and simulations, and 
statistical analysis and forecasting). These techniques are available for use 
because of the existence of a computer system as a participant in the 
communication process. 

5. Synchronization of the commimication process (e.g., who has read what, who 
has voted, when has a reasonable consensus been reached, when is there a new 
alternative to consider, where disagreement exists, when to open or close an 
activity in the problem solving process, etc.). These are crucial for replacing 
the usual cues about the state of the group process that are available in the 
face-to-face synchronous environment 

These principles summarize the evolution of computing technologies from 

information system to group support systems. Systems that enable 

communication. Not only does their description emphasize the role of 

computing in creating democratic commimication spaces for deliberation 

amongst experts, it also outlines how computing can be used as a social 

technology to increase the effectiveness of decision-making. 

In the mid 1980s, there was a trend toward developing collaborative 

computing to support business teams not just elite group of experts by 
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supporting communication and decision-making (Johansen, 1988). 

"Process support" became a more visible goal of collaborative computing. 

The Johnson-Lenzes, who were veterans within the Turoff research and 

development tradition, coined the definition "groupware" in the early 1980s 

and captured the spirit of the next move in the evolution of collaborative 

computing (Johansen, 1988; Rheingold, 1993; Rice, 1984). From lake 

Oswego in Oregon, they attempted to achieve the goal of using 

collaborative computing to "combine the best of the soft communication 

techniques that had emerged in the 1970s with CMC" (Rheingold, 1993, p. 

115). This was a point of overlap between the history of facilitation and 

collaborative computing. Groupware, as seen in computer supported 

facilitation, emerged. 

Creating Communication Across Domains of Expertise 

The groupware most common to computer supported facilitation 

emerged in the development of group decision support systems (GDSS). 

GDSS are used to create collaborative computing environments that not 

only support group communication but also help to improve collective 
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decision-making. It is a technology that will "provide support for complex 

and unstructured decision processes" (Nunamaker, Applegate, and 

Konsynski, 1988). 

One important source of GDSS development exists in the efforts by 

Nunamaker and colleagues to resolve the problems in designing information 

systems that not only work effectively but that are adopted (Nunamaker, 

Dennis, Martz, Valacich, and Vogel, 1992; Vogel and George, 1992). 

Improving system design required the development time-cycle reductions 

and improved information exchange between system users and system 

designers. Existing varieties of GDSS owe their design features and 

assumptions to the work done to develop group decision support systems to 

support information system design. 

A key development problem to be solved by a GDSS is changing the 

pattern of influence between systems design experts and the eventual 

system user. At least, that is one important way that Nunamaker and 

colleagues addressed the problem of system design. The design of systems 

traditionally occurred with the assumption that the design experts 
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understood the user's informatioa needs perfectly well. The information 

about information requirements was gathered through the technical 

language and professional assumptions of the design experts. So, the task 

of developing the GDSS tools was intimately tied up in shifting the 

assumptions about the role of systems design experts and end users in the 

design process, as Nunamaker et al. (1992) explain: 

A change in thinking took place during the process of using SODA/PSL, 
SODA/PSA, and ADA/PSA (Accurately Defined Systems), early prototypes of 
PSL/PSA, on a large project for the U.S. Navy (Nunamaker, Konsynski, and 
Singer, 1976). There were problems in depending on end users to utilize a formal 
language for requirements specifications. The end users at the Navy would not 
write their specifications in a PSL/PSA-like system, so an accounting firm was 
hired to sit with the end users and write the specifications in the language. 
Insights gained from the deficiencies in this solution led to the development of the 
GroupSystems concept. The idea was to develop a phase that came before 
PSL/PSA, that is, to develop software to assist the users with the determination of 
requirements (Konsynski, 1976; Nunamaker, Applegate, and Konsynski, 1988). 
This phase would help developers determine what was needed in addition to the 
software in order to develop systems that would be used by the end users of the 
information. 

In many organizations, the user group is represented by a steering 
committee or task force consisting of 10 to 20 people. It became clear in 1979 
that what was needed was a special meeting room for the task force to use, or a 
place for the user group to meet to address the information requirements of an 
organization. The function of the room would be to display the system flows, 
data structures, and information requirements on a large-screen projection system 
and permit each user seated at a workstation to interact with the set of 
requirements and the proposed design of the system. 

The PLEXSYS-84 system (Konsynski et al., 1984), which was an 
extension of the PSL/PSA/ISDOS project, was a workbench/workstation 
environment for the systems development team. A collection of integrated tools, 
procedures, transformations, and models were available to the systems developer 
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to analyze and design systems. It was expected that PLEXSYS would shorten the 
life cycle of development by facilitating a fast implementation of a prototype 
system. It was recognized that the design process could not be completely 
automated and that PLEXSYS would be a computer-aided support system with 
data bases, knowledge bases, model management, and inquiry facilities. This 
version of the first phase of PLEXSYS was the basis for the eventual development 
of the University of Arizona GroupSystems software. 

The development of GDSS was driven in part by the vision to create a 

particular kind of communication event that overcomes the problem of 

expert authority dominating the insights of non-systems design experts 

about the information system problem under investigation. The intention of 

the groupware is to make this new kind of systems design communication 

event possible. 

Creating collaborative intellectual work in systems development 

environments required finding ways to eliminate the barriers between 

design experts and system users ("domain experts"). The goal was to create 

tools that would enable all participants to share a common vision of how 

their organization worked and a common vision of how it ought to work. 

That information becomes the basis for designing the new information 

systems. This shift would take time and many evolutions in collaborative 

computing technology. The system continued to develop and its use grew to 
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handle a wide variety of large group meetings. An important feature of the 

design of GDSS is that the tools were generic to most problem-solving 

situations but could be tailored to the specific details of a particular 

problem. A variety of groupware systems like, TeamFocus, Meetingworks, 

C.A. Facilitator, and Council have emerged that attempt to solve the kinds 

of problems Nunamaker and colleagues set out to handle with 

GroupSystems groupware. These forms of collaborative computing 

implement a suite of tools that used to create activities for collaboration like 

generating ideas (e.g., electronic brainstorming), organizing ideas (e.g., 

categorizer), and evaluating ideas (e.g., vote). 

Vogel and George (1992, 108-109) explain the use of GroupSystems 

in systems design efforts. Their explanation connects the role of the 

collaboration tools in solving problems of authority, expertise, 

understanding, and consensus: 

Experiences to date with automated support for group analysis and design have 
primarily focused on requirements definition with less attention given to CASE 
tool interfaces. For example, in an IBM session described in Nunamaker, et al. 
(1989): 

A manager responsible for improving shop floor control was having 
difficulties identifying problems areas that were hindering the process. 
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Those persons knowledgeable about each of the subflinctions seemed 
unable to isolate primary causes and identify potential solutions that could 
result in improved productivity. In fact, a two hour meeting of half a 
dozen of the key participants had resulted in a number of arguments and 
no solutions. The manager had previously elicited IS support but, without 
defined requirements, no progress had been made. 

The manager elected to try Group Support Systems in an attempt to 
resolve the shop floor control process. The manager met with the 
facilitator to express the objective she sought and understand how the 
Group Support System might be used. It was mutually decided to use the 
Electronic Brainstorming tool with the question "What are the key issues 
in improving shop floor control?" followed by Issue Anzilysis and Voting. 
A session agenda and time was established for 10 of the key participants 
including the manager and two junior analysts assigned to investigate 
possibilities of information systems support. 

The Brainstorming session lasted for 35 minutes during which time the 
participants generated 645 lines of comments. Comments included issues, 
ideas, and clarifications as group members shared information. At the end 
of the brainstorming session, the manager reflected that for the first time 
she was able to get meaningful answers to questions associated with shop 
floor control issues. The analysts noted that they were beginning to better 
understand the interrelated nature of the overall shop floor control process. 
A 30 minute period of focused item identification followed by 45 minutes 
of issue consolidation and face-to-face discussion resulted in a generalized 
list of requirements for effective shop floor control improvement. Each 
group member prioritized the list in terms of importance to improved shop 
floor control improvement and cast a private baUot using the Voting tool. 
The accumulated restilts were displayed to the group. After 10 minutes of 
discussion, the session was concluded with comments firom the manager 
thanking the participants and directing the analysts to proceed towards the 
development of information systems support for the shop floor control 
process. The manager was given hardcopy of all the session input. 

Additional automated support for group analysis and design sessions have been 
held involving several meetings and/or multiple groups. Ram, et al. (1989) 
describe a series of knowledge acquisition sessions at an IBM site leading to 
development of rules for an information center expert system. The sessions were 
conducted in a facility similar to that illustrated in figure 4. Twelve Information 
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Center (IC) consultants were identified as domain experts. A total of 10 sessions 
were conducted. The first four sessions used the GroupSystems EBS and Idea 
Organizer tools to elicit and consolidate general problem areas as well as to elicit 
typical consultation processes and extract characteristics of users. The second 
series of sessions used Topic Commenter and Idea Organizer tools to more 
specifically focus on subsets of common problems, identification and 
consolidation of problem categories, and extraction of solutions within each of 
four main areas of concern. 

Benefits derived firom the use of GroupSystems tools included au.omatic 
docimientation of the acquired knowledge, efficiency of the process, and effective 
resolution of equivocalities within the multiple perspectives of the domain 
experts. The domain experts all had different bits and pieces of the broader 
problem domain. Differences of opinion that existed with respect to a solution to 
a particular problem were most often resolved within the session through 
electronic communication among the domain experts. The experts were able to 
benefit from each other's knowledge as well as their own to cimiulatively 
construct a robust solution to a particular problem that could then be captured as 
part of the expert system rule base. This contrasts with the more typical situation 
in which an analyst would be required to resolve differences based on traditional 
interviews with a series of experts. The end result of the interaction between the 
domain experts was arrival at a conmion conclusion in an efficient fashion that 
left all parties satisfied. 

GDSS tools create communicatioii events that more closely approximate the 

ideals of collaborative, cooperative work. Not only did the groupware tools 

create better access to information, but the groupware tools enabled 

participants to engage ui forms of communication interaction they could not 

achieve before. 
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The work to develop groupware realized another set of solutions to 

the problems of collective intellectual work, as Nunamaker et al. (1991, p. 

43) explain: 

Our laboratory research generally supports our findings in the field. In this article 
we shall argue that EMS facilities can improve group work in many situations 
because it; 

• enables all participants to work simultaneously (human parallel 
processing); 

• provides an equal opportunity for participation; 
• discourages behavior that can negatively impact meeting productivity; 
• enables larger group meetings which can effectively bring more 

information, knowledge, and skills to bear in the task; 
• permits the group to choose from a spectrum of structured techniques 

and methods to perform the task; 
• offers access to external information; and 
• supports the development of an organizational memory from meeting 

to meeting 

Groupware offers a set of solutions to numerous problems involved in 

creating a non-authoritative intervention. The collaborative technology 

eases barriers to accessing the expertise available in a group, opens lines of 

communication among participants, and structures the decision 

environment. 

Given the history just told, it should be no surprise that facilitation 

and collaborative computing have converged in the role of computer 

supported facilitation. Both share similar goals and conceptions of what 
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problems need to be solved and how to solve those problems. The two 

histories find resolution in the development of social technology for 

structuring decision and conmiunication. While the history of the role 

attests to progress in the definition of the role and its complementary 

techniques, it remains to be seen how the role is enacted. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODS 

What do computer supported facilitators do? The contemporary form 

of the practice, seen in chapter one, and its historical footing, seen in 

chapter two, point out two facts about what this new form of intervention 

does. First, it makes meetings more efficient. Significant progress in 

making meetings more effective has been realized by introducing new 

capacities for engaging more meeting participants, for enabling more group 

activities, and for access to more meeting information. Second, it is 

objective and unbiased and thus makes more democratic forms of meeting 

possible. As a new form of non-authoritative intervention, computer 

supported facilitation is analytically interesting. From a conmiunication 

perspective, these facts are achievements in the sense that they appear as 

facts to those involved in the practice of this intervention form. The 

analytic puzzle for this study is: how does the investigator demonstrate the 

achievement of these facts? The first step has already been taken in 

chapters one and two where the contemporary and historical facts about the 
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practice are reported. The reports are also a set of accounts organized by a 

vocabulary of motives that not only tell what the practice is but tell what the 

practice ought to be. The analytic approach taken in this study will be 

described after outlining the standard research and analysis foci. 

Facilitative Influence: The Standard Research Focus 

While still a very young field, a view about what computer supported 

facilitators do and about the nature and consequences of computer 

supported intervention is emerging. Primarily, it is emerging within broader 

research domain on computer mediated communication. The standard 

research focus is to study how computer supported facilitation influences 

without influencing. Four broad themes have emerged in the research. 

First, research is concerned with the ways that computer supported 

facilitation influences the rise of good ideas and beliefs to resolve choices 

that otherwise would likely be stifled by misunderstanding, disagreement, 

coercion, or an insurmountable mass of messages (Baecker et al., 1993; 

Brashers, Adkins, Meyers, and Mittleman, 1994; Brashers, Adkins, and 

Meyers, 1994; Dennis and Gallupe, 1993; Nunamaker et al., 1991; 
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Nimamaker et al., 1995; Poole and DeSanctis, 1992; Poole, Holmes, and 

DeSanctis, 1991; Seibold, et al., 1996). Second, the research focuses on 

how the effect of computer supported facilitation is made possible by its 

influence on the process of communication—^the flow of messages and 

decision structures—^and not on the content of the intervention (Anson, 

Bostrom, and Wynne, 1995; Bostrom et al., 1993; Bostrom and Anson, 

1992; Dickson, Partridge, and Robinson, 1993; Fuller and Trower, 1994; 

Neiderman, Beise, and Beranek, 1996; Poole and DeSanctis, 1992; 

Sambamurthy, Poole, and Kelly, 1993; Viller, 1991). Third, research 

studies how facilitative influence increases the efficiency and effectiveness 

of meetings due to the expansion of communication capacity and the 

introduction of effective decision making structures (Dennis and Gallupe, 

1993; Nunamaker et al., 1991; Nunamaker et al., 1995; Poole et al., 1991; 

Poole and DeSanctis, 1992; Poole and Holmes, 1995; Watson, DeSanctis, 

and Poole, 1988). Fourth, the research studies how the naturally best 

meeting outcomes will emerge. Outcomes that would otherwise be lost in 

the enormous demands of managing the mass of messages created in group 
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work or glossed over by the effects of management-authority or the tyranny 

of group pressure (Baecker et al., 1995; Bostrom et al., 1993; Nunamaker et 

al., 1991; Nunamaker et al., 1995; Poole and DeSanctis, 1992; Poole and 

Holmes, 1995; Seibold, Heller, Contractor, 1996). The research on 

computer supported facilitation influence, then, studies it as a means to 

remove the "clerical infeasibilities" Licklider (1960) identified as 

detractions from real intellectual work by storing and retrieving messages in 

a way that prepares the group for decision and insight rather than entangling 

their intellectual labors in the more clerical matters of managing the flow of 

messages (Bostrom et al., 1993; Nunamaker et al., 1991; Poole and Hoknes, 

1995). The research findings are organized around communication and 

decision support (DeSanctis and Gallupe, 1987). 

rommunication Support 

Computer supported facilitation's benefits are seen to follow from the 

influence the facilitation has on improving decision-making 

communication. The computer supported facilitation role played by the 

groupware and the facilitator is seen to improve the flow of messages by 
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managing the process and not the content of interventions (Ackermann, 

1996; Anson et al., 1995; Bostrom and Anson, 1992; Bostrom et al., 1993; 

Clawson, Bostrom, and Anson, 1993; Fuller and Trower,1994; Griffith et 

al., 1994; Viller, 1991). Computer supported facilitation interventions work 

because meeting environments that in the past were difficult or impossible 

to create are made possible through computer supported facilitation's 

expansion of available commimication channels and access to shared 

information. Thus, computer supported communication increases the 

capacity for decision participants to exchange information and ideas 

(Clawson et al., 1993; Dickson, Partridge, and Robinson, 1993; Neiderman 

et al., 1996; Whiteley and Garcia, 1996). The improved capacity for 

handling messages is also seen as a means to ameliorate uimecessary 

authoritative influence by giving participants the opportunity to more freely 

and openly engage each other (Anson et al., 1995; Clawson and Bostrom, 

1996; Dickson, Lee-Partridge, Limayem, and DeSanctis, 1996). The 

communicative space opened up by computer supported facilitation enables 

participants to more efficiently and effectively track and critique the claims 
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of group members, to help group members' motivation and ability to 

participate, and to overcome deficiencies in information resources or power 

imbalance (Brashers, Adkins, Meyers, and Mittleman, 1994; Brashers, 

Adkins, and Meyers, 1994; Nunamaker et al., 1991). 

Decision Support 

In addition to improving the flow of messages, the interventions aim 

to assist decision-making but not to make decisions (Bostrom et al., 1993). 

Instead of imposing settlements on issues, choices, and collective 

deliberations through the authority of a manager or the social pressures of 

the group, computer supported facilitation practice seeks to improve 

communicative conditions that enable collaborative decision-making 

(Brashers et al., 1994; Connelly, Jessup, and Valacich, 1990; Poole and 

Holmes, 1995; Ngwenyama, Bryson, and Mobolurin, 1996; Nunamaker et 

al., 1991; Nunamaker et al., 1995). The presumptive purpose of groupware, 

and group decision support systems in particular, is to formalize "decision 

structures" that emulate good decision making practice so that participants 
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can make better decisions (Dennis and Gailupe, 1993; Poole and DeSanctis, 

1992; Poole and Holmes, 1995; Samaburthy et al., 1993). 

Decision and communication support in computer supported 

facilitation are remarkably similar to processes embodied in Dewey's (1910) 

rational reflection model that have been subsequently elaborated in small 

group decision making research (Hirokawa, 1985; Gouran, Hirokawa, 

Julian, and Leatham, 1993; Poole and Roth, 1989a; 1989b) and 

organizational decision making (Langely, Mintzberg, Pitcher, and Posada, 

1995; Simon, 1945; 1960). Furthermore, facilitation is historically 

premised on the goal of improving human communication in decision 

contexts (Doyle and Straus, 1976; Frey, 1995; Kaner, 1996; Keltner, 1988; 

Schwarz, 1994). Both facilitation practice and groupware development are 

guided by a normative ideal that is closely aligned to consensually based 

democratic, decision-making such as found in Dewey. 

Facilitative Influence: Standard Analytic Approaches 

Discussion of computer supported facilitation's influence is 

overwhelmingly preoccupied with questions about the efficient and 
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effective production of outcomes (Allen, 1993; Broome and Chen, 1993; 

Grudin, 1994; Kling, 1995; Kraemer and King, 1988). It is becoming 

recognized that the influence of computer supported facilitative intervention 

is not simply a matter of encouraging improvements or being benign 

(Griffith, Fuller, and Northcraft, 1994; Poole and DeSanctis, 1990). The 

introduction of technology assisted decision-making may structures 

participation in decisions and decision outcomes above and beyond the 

intentions of the practitioners (Griffith, Fuller, and Northcraft, 1994; Poole 

and DeSanctis, 1990; Samaburthy, Poole, and Kelly, 1993). How computer 

supported facilitation intervenes and with what consequence is increasingly 

important yet elusive (Anson et al., 1995). 

The few existing descriptions and explanations of computer 

supported facilitation have come firom within the field. The research that 

has been carried out attempts to explain how facilitation influences the 

success of meetings, in other words, which set of variables produced the 

most consensus around a decision or the most satisfaction with a decision 

(Seibold et al., 1996). Existing modes of analysis represent the genesis of 
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an "effectiveness" school of computer supported facilitation. The 

experimental research in this line of work attempts to explain the 

effectiveness of computer supported facilitative uitervention by identifying 

critical factors of practice that demonstrably improve the outcomes of 

intervention (Anson, et al., 1995; Connelly et al., 1990; Dickson et al., 

1993; Dickson et al., 1996; Ngwemyama et al., 1996). Typically, 

conclusions about the quality of intervention influence are drawn from the 

variations observed in consensus levels, participant satisfaction, and 

meeting outcomes (i.e., amount of particular message types) presumably 

created by a particular type of intervention. The descriptive research in this 

line of work attempts to identify practitioners beliefs about successful 

practice in order to establish grounds for predicting successful intervention 

practices. This work has relied on coding informant interviews to identify 

critical factors of success and techniques in facilitating various aspects of 

meetings (Clawson et al., 1993; Neiderman et al., 1996). The effectiveness 

school attempts to causally connect how facilitative technique and 

technology variables overcome contextual and task variables in order to 
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produce successful outcome variables. The accumulation of results is used 

to inform more effective practice and design. The results of the studies in 

the effectiveness school indicate that variations in facilitation can influence 

meeting outcomes but no strong explanation has yet to emerge (Dickson et 

al., 1996; Samaburthy et al, 1993). Seibold et al.'s (1996) review of group 

decision support system research suggests that there should be little 

expectation that uniform effects from group decision support system 

implementations will emerge. The same is likely to be true for the 

emerging effectiveness line of research in computer supported facilitation. 

A unique variation on the effectiveness school is an explanation of 

facilitative influence emerging from adaptive structuration theory (Poole et 

al., 1995; Poole and DeSanctis, 1992; Poole and Holmes, 1995). Rather 

than explaining successful influence in terms of a particular dosage of 

intervention causing a particular kind of outcome, adaptive structuration 

theory explains successfiil intervention in terms of the faithfulness with 

which a group appropriates the normative intent of the technology. This 

approach studies facilitator-less groups. Successful meetings are dependent 
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on the way a collective "appropriates" the intended design of the 

intervention and the technology employed. So, if a collective faithfiilly 

adopts the design of the intervention, has a good attitude towards the design 

and technology of the intervention, and shares a level of consensus about 

the intentions of the intervention, then the intervention should successfully 

achieve its intended outcome (Poole and DeSanctis, 1992). As will be seen 

in the following study, the research on adaptive structuration in "facilitator-

less" environments is actually a radical expression of the computer 

supported facilitation perspective. Facilitation does not disappear it is just 

more effectively realized in the technology and in the actions of meeting 

participants. 

An emerging alternative is treating computer supported discussion as 

a form of critical discussion where the role of facilitation is to help the 

participants realize a more collectively rational form of group 

argumentation (Brashers, Adkins, Meyers, and Mittleman, 1994; Brashers, 

Adkins, and Meyers, 1994). The novelty of this approach is its attempt to 

critically judge how well computer supported facilitation helps groups 
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improve the rational quality of their discussion departs from the outcome 

orientation of previous lines of research. 

Existing research on computer supported facilitation has largely taken 

the normative orientation of the participants in the computer supported 

facilitation field as its grounds for research. For instance, analytic 

categories for counting successful behavior or successful outcomes in 

interventions, like consensus and satisfaction, are very similar to 

practitioner lay beliefs about what makes a decision good. The research, 

like practitioners common-sense notions of decision-making, treats 

decisions as discrete concrete phenomena, decision makers as the primary 

driver of decision making, and decision processes as unique events that can 

be separated from the dynamics of the organization at large (Langley et al., 

1995). Understanding the key variables and features to be utilized to 

increase decision consensus, better decisions, and higher quality 

information is important but it also carries an uncritical acceptance of the 

field's normative and managerial orientation toward practice rather than 

how the practice itself is achieved (see Pacanowsky and O'Donneil-Trujillo, 
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1982). Equally important, but receiving much less attention in existing 

computer supported facilitation research, are questions about the grounds on 

which consensus is achieved, the choices constituting decision and 

informational outcomes, and how forms of communication become 

preferred practice? Moreover, how might computer supported facilitation 

institutionalize decision practices in the wider organization or business 

enterprise or what kinds of grievances arise against the intervention and the 

technology itself? Towards this end, this study presents an alternative 

analysis to the effectiveness and adaptive structuration lines of research on 

computer supported facilitation. It is an alternative that attempts to 

illuminate the practice of this new form of intervention by addressing its 

social achievement and by treating common-sense understanding of the 

practice as only one relevant explanation of the practice (see O'Keefe, 

1993; and Pacanowsky and O'Donnell-Trujillo, 1982). 

Computer supported facilitation has made great strides in realizing a 

non-authoritative form of intervention practice that is reflected in 

contemporary, historical, and research views of computer supported 
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facilitation. It is, however, an. account that takes certain features of the 

world to be relevant and other features to be irrelevant An alternative 

account of what computer-supported facilitators do as socio-technical third 

parties, cannot be seen without reconsidering how the role is achieved and 

with what consequence. To see what computer supported facilitators do, it 

is necessary to see how decisions, communication, consensus, and 

information—all problematic goals for collectives to achieve—are achieved 

and made to look like an achievement of the group and not the intervention 

of the facilitator. It is this ability that is central to the competence of the 

role and its consequences. Towards this end, this study is focused on how 

managing the role of computer supported facilitation structures the 

substance of interventions. 

Analj^ic Strategy 

While much is made of how well computer supported facilitation aids 

decision making communication, little attention has been given to the 

micro-details of how computer supported facilitation influences decision

making (Anson, Bostrom, and Wynne, 1995). Certainly computer 
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supported facilitation research has not paid as much attention to detail as the 

designers and practitioners of computer supported facilitation do when 

building and implementing groupware tools. Yet, the micro-analysis of 

computer supported facilitation influence remains elusive. The intervention 

practices of other forms of third parties, like mediators, are embodied and 

enacted by an individual within an institution (Aakhus, 1994; Cobb and 

Rifkin, 1991; Dingwall, 1988; Jacobs, 1989). But much of the intervention 

practices in computer supported facilitation are diffused throughout a socio-

technical system. Computer supported facilitators ask questions, make 

summaries, and advise on how to best handle making a decision just like 

mediators (Aakhus, 1994; Brashers et al., 1994; Jacobs, 1989). But unlike 

mediators, many of the practices of facilitation have been tumed into 

software tools that the facilitator deploys through a computer network in 

order to intervene. Studying what computer supported facilitation does 

requires uncovering the practices that have become objectified in the 

software tools as well as the commimicative actions of the facilitator. 
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The orchestration of cnmmunicative space via new comiTmnicatinn 

technologies 

Events, artifacts, and accounts from ethnographic observations and 

interviews will be used to analyze the nature and consequence of computer 

supported facilitation intervention. By analytically attending to how 

computer supported facilitation practitioners, developers, and users talk 

about and engage in the practice of computer supported facilitation much 

can be learned about the nature of computer supported facilitation's 

influence on communication and decision making. The following analysis 

focuses on how messages are treated in the conduct of computer supported 

facilitation. So, much like the comparative analysis of speech exchange 

systems performed by conversation analysts, the following analysis focuses 

on the "orchestration" of a communicative space (Dingwall, 1980; 

Dingwall, 1988; Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson, 1973). Both the 

metadiscourse about computer supported facilitation and the practice of 

computer supported facilitation orient towards issues of orchestration. A 

logic of message handling can be reconstructed from the methods and talk 
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oriented towards creating a communication space via the resources of 

computer supported facilitation. The following analysis will attend to the 

beliefs and practices of orchestration as seen in patterns for distributing 

turns, making available turn-types, and how topics are elaborated or 

extinguished (Dingwall, 1980; Sacks, Scheglofif, and Jefferson, 1973). By 

examining the details of computer supported facilitation's ethnographic 

domain, the nature and consequences of computer supported facilitation 

influence can be recovered. 

The general strategy of this investigation is to rationally reconstruct 

the practices, problems, and normative models of computer supported 

facilitation through interpretive discourse analysis and ethnographic 

fieldwork. This strategy follows from "grounded practical theory" (Craig, 

1989; Craig and Tracy, 1995; Tracy and Baratz, 1994; Tracy and Naughton, 

1994). The strategy involves gathering "insight into communication 

problems experienced by practitioners, the specific techniques by which to 

cope with those problems, and the 'situated ideals' or inchoate normative 
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principles tliat they employ in normative reflection on their practice" (Craig 

and Tracy, 1995, p.250). 

This study models research in mediation which identifies the 

underlying assumptions of mediation and the way mediation is practiced 

(Aakhus, 1995; Harrington and Merry 1988; Jacobs, 1989; Jacobs, Jackson, 

Hallmark, Hall, and Steams, 1988; Jacobs, Aakhus, Aldrich, and Schultz, 

1993; Kolb, 1983). The mediation studies include observations of 

mediation sessions, analysis of mediation session transcripts, or interviews 

with mediators as the primary methods of investigation. While a variety of 

different facilitators are interviewed and different facilitation efforts are 

observed, facilitators and facilitation efforts are not be the units of analysis. 

Instead the research focuses on the activities and settings where facilitative 

action takes place. Studies of mediation interventions focus on the design 

and implementation of the practice and the logic and assumptions mediation 

models provide for interventions The study models research in mediation 

which identifies the underlying assumptions of mediation and the way 

mediation is practiced (Aakhus, 1995; Harrington and Merry 1988; Jacobs, 
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1989; Jacobs, Jackson, Hallmark, Hall, and Steams, 1988; Jacobs, Aakhus, 

Aldrich, and Schultz, 1993; Kolb, 1983). The mediation studies include 

observations of mediation sessions, analysis of mediation session 

transcripts, or interviews with mediators as the primary methods of 

investigation.. These same basic features of interventions can be 

investigated in computer supported facilitation. How discourse practices, 

intervention logic, and the technological domain are employed to manage 

paradoxes and ambiguities in computer supported facilitation provide focal 

targets of empirical description in this study. 

The study design develops evidence about discourse practices, 

intervention logic, and the role of technology in computer supported 

facilitation. First, the discourse practices and discourse design of computer 

supported facilitation is examined by identifying how interaction is opened 

and closed, how turns are distributed, how topics are developed, and how 

problematic behavior is handled. It is an attempt to reveal the practices of 

process management employed in computer supported facilitation 
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(Dingwall, 1980; Schegloff, 1987). The following questions guide this 

aspect of the study: 

1. How is interaction opened and closed? 

2. How are turns distributed? 

3. How are topics developed? 

4. How is "problematic" behavior handled? 

Second, the model(s) for ideal computer supported facilitative 

interventions are articulated. Identifying the models that guide the framing 

and organization of interventions reveals logics that underwrite how client 

problems are defined, narrowed, settled, and how progress is made in 

facilitation (Harrington and Merry, 1988; Jacobs, 1989; Jacobs, Aakhus, 

Aldrich, and Schultz, 1993; Jacobs, Jackson, Hallmark, Hall, and Steams, 

1987; Kolb, 1983; Silbey and Merry, 1986). The following questions guide 

this aspect of the study: 

1. What would an ideal intervention be like? 

2. What actions are taken to create neutral interventions? 

3. What is the role of the facilitator? 
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4. What are problems that hinder accomplishing the purpose of 

facilitation? 

5. What are good and bad ways to handle intervention problems? 

6. What is a successful facilitation? 

Third, the role of technology in GSS facilitation is described. Since 

groupware tools are part of the fiiU socio-technical facilitation its properties 

are investigated as part of the role of facilitation (Fuller anad Trower, 1994; 

Viller, 1991). The facilitation role of technology is examined for how it 

contributes opportunities and constraints to interventions. The 

technological extensions of the facilitation role will reveal what the domain 

of socio-technical facilitation contributes to managing the paradoxes and 

complexities of facilitation. 

1. What is an ideal GSS-intervention? 

2. Does the GSS change the role of the facilitator? 

3. Does GSS change the definition of problems and solutions for 

facilitation? 

4. Where does intervention take place in GSS facilitation? 
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5. What new intervention problems arise in GSS facilitation? 

Methods & Data 

The data in this study is a collection of accounts facilitators make 

about their practice of facilitating and observations of actual GSS-

facilitation. First-order and second-order evidence comprise the basic data 

for this investigation. First-order evidence consists of direct observations of 

facilitator actions. The activities facilitators conduct to carry out the 

facilitation, such as pre-facilitation interviews, pre-facilitation planning 

meetings, the facilitated meeting, and post-facilitation debriefings. 

Opportunities facilitators have to present facilitation to clients or public 

audiences ui the form of training or marketing are also first-order data. 

Second-order data consists of observations of facilitators reflecting on the 

practice of facilitation. Interviews with practicing facilitators provide 

accounts of facilitator practice. An extant scholarly and practitioner 

oriented literature provides descriptions of intervention models and 

prescriptions for practice. A computer based "usenet" discussion group 

dedicated to the practice of facilitation provides a naturally occurring focus 
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group where solutions to facilitation problems are discussed. First-order 

data provides access to the facilitator's practical world of action while 

second-order data provides access to the normative orientation of 

facilitation. The study describes both domains and investigates the manner 

in which these two domains intersect and influence facilitated intervention. 

A number of methods are suggested by the data used in this study. 

Multiple methods are used to lend credibility to the findings of this 

investigation through triangulation (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen, 

1993). Interviews, participant-observation, document analysis, and 

video/audio tape analysis are the primary methods used in this investigation. 

Interviews with both socio-technical facilitators and traditional facilitators 

are used to gather accounts regarding the practice of GSS-facilitation. 

Document analysis of extant social science and popular literature on 

facilitation and on a Usenet newsgroup will be used to describe normative 

orientations of facilitation. Analysis of video and audio taped meetings are 

used to identify the practices of facilitation. Transcript analysis is 

performed on the transcripts from audio and video tapes of meetings and 
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from the electronic meeting records in groupware. Ethnographic 

participant-observation of meetings and support activities are used to 

describe the socio-cultural domain of computer supported facilitation. 

The Pritnarv Site 

Each method and data source presents a different ethnographic slice 

of socio-technical facilitation. Preliminary work on this study suggests both 

its feasibility and its potential shortcomings." The primary site of 

investigation is the facilitation practiced at the Center for Management of 

Information at the University of Arizona. Primary data is based on 

observations of pre-facilitation planning meetings, facilitations, and post-

facilitation debriefings. Each of these data gathering activities is an 

important aspect of the conduct of facilitation and each activity reveals how 

facilitation is constructed and structured. The deep access to this site is 

" Participant observation of facilitation has been conducted at this site and has resulted 
in a preliminary ethnographic report. It is important to note that I essentially entered the 
field twice. In the preliminary ethnographic work, I made sense out of the field. The 
second time I entered field, I tested, extended and reformulated the sense I had made of it 
the first time. The second time I entered the field, I entered the larger field and not just 
the ethnographic site itself. This helped confirm and disconfirm the different conclusions 
that were settling in. When the code began to reappeeu* in all the other sites relevant to 
my primary site, it was almost eery but fascinating to see the web of discourse that held 
this virtual community together. 
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important to understanding the details of how facilitators produce their lines 

of social action and also to gain insight into the practical rationality of 

facilitation. The access to and accessibility of an ethnographic domain 

frames the results of the observations in two ways. 

Access 

The observational access one has to a site skews the observers 

observations. There is no general solution to this problem other than taking 

care to create as much observational variety as possible. In the current 

study, care was taken to select different kinds of facilitative interventions 

for observation (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Variations in facilitative interventions observed. 

Type of 
Intervention 

Client Activities 
Observed 

Duration and 
Observation 

Strategic Planning Government 
Agency 

Preplanning, 
Meeting 

3 weeks/8 days 

Learning University 
Professor 

Preplanning, 
Meeting 

I Semester/3 
meetings 

Systems Design Government 
Agency 

Preplanning, 
Meeting 

1 weelc/3 days 

Strategic Planning University 
Department 

Preplanning, 
Meeting 

3 hours/3 hours 

Systems Design Government 
Agency 

Meeting 1 week/2 days 

Systems Design Government 
Agency 

Meeting 1 week/3 days 

Strategic Planning School Board Preplanning, 
Meeting 

1 day/1 day 

Learning University 
Professor 

Meeting 1 Semester/1 
Semester 

Strategic Planning Private Firm Preplanning 1 day/1 day 
Training Private 

Individuals 
Meeting 1 day/1 day 

Systems Design Private Firm Meeting 1 day/1 day 

The variations in the types of facilitations I observed are captured in 

table 3.1. These are the primary types of meetings facilitated at this site. 

All the facilitated meetings hosted at least 20 people. The systems design 

and strategic planning meetings typically had at least 30 participants. The 

strategic planning and design meetings involved multi-organizational or 

multiple departmental members. In strategic planning, the participants 

negotiate plans about future directions. In information systems design 
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meetings, participants negotiate the design requirements and assess 

information system prototypes. In the learning and training meetings, the 

focus of participation was on individuals with fewer requirements for 

consensus. I also visited two secondary sites, "Transportation 

International" and "Major Financial," where the decision service is internal 

to the firm. 

Accessibility 

Gaining access is only one aspect of coming to understand an 

ethnographic domain. Once "in the door" the observer has to quickly leam 

how to act in the setting and to discriminate what the subjects take to be 

relevant and irrelevant. Learning the practical knowledge necessary to act 

in the ethnographic domain gives the observer accessibility. My 

involvement in the field of management information systems as well as 

community mediation creates a double-embeddedness in the scene. The 

benefit of these ties is that I have extensive first hand knowledge of 

technological sites for decision-making and the activities of a third-party 

interventionist. Given this first hand knowledge, I have to be carefiil to 
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explicate features of the scene I may have come to take-for-granted. I also 

have to be sensitive to articulating a sense of "being-there" to my potential 

readers without losing perspective on my role as an ethnographer and not a 

"native" implementor of decision technologies. I am aware of the dangers 

that exists in over identification with the use of technology to support 

communication and decision making and with the role of the facilitator. To 

check against taking for granted that which the computer supported 

facilitators take for granted, I have endeavored to treat the scene as 

anthropologically strange. I do this by casting myself in the role of a first 

time learner and assessing particular practices and technological artifacts as 

instances of larger patterns of practice. In interviews, I ask very simple 

questions about facilitator practices and then encourage the informants to 

talk in examples. This insider-outsider status enhances the credibility of the 

data fi-om the fieldwork. 

The Subjects 

I followed a similar logic to the selection of informants and the 

conduct of interviews that I did in gaining access and accessibility to the 
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primary ethnographic site. The selection of informants, interviews, and 

focus groups helped ensure maximum variation. This was important to 

developing a broad and deep perspective to the world of the facilitator. 

Informant Selection 

The selection of informants developed through an emergent selection 

framework. Most of the interviews are with facilitators from the primary 

site. Facilitator contact is outlined ui Table 2. 
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Table 2. Facilitator contact by type and form of contact 

Facilitator Contact 

43 contacts with facilitation practitioners categorized by type and 
form of contact 

Key: 
(x)=informal contact and untaped interviews 
[x]=taped interview 

{x}=focus group participant 

Computer Supported Facilitators (32 totalV 
Designers & Builders (4 total). 

(D1),P2],(D3),(D4) 
Independent consultant with Portable Decision Service (6 
total). 

[FT], [F8], [F9]. {[F21]}, {[F28]}, {F30} 
Facilitation Firm with Decision Room & Service (14 total). 

[F6]. [F15], {[FIT]}, [F19], {[F20]}, {[F23]}, {[F24]}, 
[F25], {F2T}, {F31}, {[F32]}, [F33], (F34), {[F3T]} 

Internal Facilitator in a firm with a Decision Room and 
Service (8 total). 

[Fl], [F5], [F14], [F22], [F26], [F29], (F35), (F36) 

Non-Computer Suptwrted Facilitators (11 total\ 
Technique and Process Developers (2 total). 

(D5), (D6) 
Independent process consultants (3 total). 

[F3], [F4], [F16] 
Orsanizational and Community Development Firms and 
Aeencies (6 total). 

[F2], [FIO], [Fll], [F12], [F13], (F18) 



Ill 

By gaming access to facilitators from other sites and other types of practice, 

I am able to find out if the facilitators at the primary site are typical or 

atypical. Since computer supported facilitation is a new phenomenon there 

are limits to accessing actual meetings. In conducting the preliminary 

ethnographic study on computer supported facilitation, a colleague and I 

were able to gain access to computer supported facilitation through our 

personal ties with other graduate students afSliated with the conduct and 

administration of decision rooms. These ties led to invitations by other 

computer supported facilitators at that site for facilitated meeting 

observations and interviews. Interviewing and observing facilitators 

specializing in different forms of facilitation and facilitation projects created 

informant variety (see Table 1). 

While deep access to the primary site of investigation had been 

obtained during the preliminary work and maintained throughout the 

project, I had little first-hand information about facilitation practice outside 

the primary site. To gain greater diversity in the informant sample, I gained 

access to a wider variety of facilitators by attending an international 
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facilitation conference. A facilitator from the primary investigation site was 

instrumental in helping me attend that conference. This facilitator's 

involvement and knowledge of the international association was useful in 

my informant selection at that four day conference. The conference yielded 

12 interviews that ranged in length from 40-120 minutes as well as 20 more 

contacts. I successflilly followed up with 5 more interviews from my 

contacts at that conference. The access to the international association 

benefits the present study by creating a more diverse sample of informants 

in terms of facilitation type, models, experience, and technology. These 

contacts have also put me in touch with the fledgling competitive business 

environment associated with groupware and facilitation. There are a 

number of firms that develop groupware technologies and then either 

market the groupware product or the consultation that combines the product 

and facilitation support. 

Individual Interviews 

The individual interviews tap into the general orientation facilitators 

take towards facilitation. I structured the interview by topic. Each topic 
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outlines a set of questions to pursue in the interview (see Appendix A). The 

interview generally unfolds in four stages. First, what are the motives for 

the practice of facilitation. Second, what are the requirements of facilitation 

practice. Third, what are the constraints and opportunities of facilitation. 

Finally, what are facilitator solutions to these constraints. The questions 

encourage informants to talk about the topic in the question with no 

expectation of a particular answer other then the details of practice. 

Furthermore, the analysis of their answers treats the answer as a form of 

self-presentation that indexes a normative account about the practice of 

facilitation and their associated world-view. 

Focus Group Stvle Interviews 

The focus group style interviews enhanced the informant selection 

and interviewing. I gained access to another international conference 

attended by computer supported facilitators. Again, one of the facilitators 

from the primary site was instrumental in my gaining access to this 

conference. I made numerous contacts at the conference as well as follow-

up contacts with facilitators I had previously interviewed. More 
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importantly, I conducted a focus group style meeting (See Appendix B) 

with five computer supported facilitators—^four of whom I had yet to 

interview. Two were from outside North America, two were women, and 

all had significant facilitation experience. One month later I used the same 

protocol to conduct a groupware based focus group with computer 

supported facilitators. Eleven facilitators from the primary site comprised 

the focus group. At that time, I had not personally interviewed five of those 

facilitators, I was able to successfully do frill interviews with three of those 

five after the focus group interview. 

The design of the focus group interviews helped me test the 

understanding I developed about how the community of practice understood 

its practice. I created a focus group style interview using materials from my 

2,5 years of field work (Borman, Borman, and Harty, 1995; Kreps, 1995). I 

presented the participants with situations and puzzles representative of what 

I had learned about the field from my observations and individual 

interviews. The questions that I used presented the facilitators with 

dilemmas related to their experiences with participants and technology. 
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Throughout the focus group interview, I could see that I had come to deeply 

appreciate the practice. I got this sense, if for no other reason, from the 

expressions of intrigue and challenge from the facilitators when they 

discussed the questions. 

Methods in the Write Up 

The multiple methods and data sources have created access and 

accessibility to a new form of intervention practice that has received no 

ethnographic attention. The ethnographic methods of this study are 

intimately tied to the theoretical puzzle and conceptual argument being 

made. The first three chapters set up the question: what do computer 

supported facilitators do? These chapters also introduce the analj^c puzzle: 

how does managing the complexities of the computer supported facilitation 

role structure the substance of interventions? Each of the following 

chapters answers these questions from a particular ethnographic 

perspective. Chapter four relies on interview data and account analysis to 

outline the premises for rationalizing solutions to intervention dilemmas. 

Chapter five relies on observational data and artifacts to identify routine, 
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taken-for-granted practices facilitators engage in to handle the competing 

goals and constraints of intervention. Chapter six reports on the outcomes 

of using focus groups to naturally experiment with the normative 

sensibilities of computer supported facilitation's community of practice. 

These three chapters treat the computer supported facilitator's world as 

anthropologically strange in by identifying the dilemmas they see as real 

and the solutions the see as rational. Through this, we can see how the 

practice itself is both an achievement and a convincing normative account 

of communicative action. 
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CHAPTERS 

PROCESS REASONING 

A veteran of applying computer supported facilitation to large scale organizational 
change efforts explains the how technology helps facilitation: 

Um, well there's also, there's the agreement level, too you know. I mean, ok, you 
gotta, ok, we don't break. I know that we can work together. I mean, pluralism is 
that I don't imderstand what you do, but I know that you aren't gomia, you know, 
get in my way, so let's work together, um. Yeah I'm, I'm hoping that we get 
beyond pluralism, that there's a shared understanding ok, that ok, we do really 
understand each other. We at least come to some, some common conception of 
context that we can, can work on and build on and, and now whether we agree on. 
you know, that where we go from there is the same or not, you know, is not, that's 
where consensus is at Ok, "I will concede that this is the list of issues, I may not 
like the priority, but if everyone else in this room feels that this is the priority or 
the order, well, I'll concede. Ok, I mean, I, I, you know, I, I differ, my opinions 
are different, but, but I do agree that, you know, this is the listed issue that we 
need, to" uh. I think that, that's what we're doing, you know. That, that's trying 
to create and that's what the system does allow us to do—is create a group 
representation of that, and where each other was, um perceptions, and into at least 
one, one group, group model or one group concept 

[What is it about the, the technology the, that brings this about] 

It it basically allows you to disenfiranchise yourself from the product itself. It it 
it gets people, you know, subjectively do it separately from the personalities and, 
you know, the anonymity is a powerful force in that regard. It it it creates a level 
of objectivity and also a level of structure. I mean, you know, in order to collect 
the comments, you know, you have to send it send it out and let people type up 
individual ideas. And, and so there's some structure that allows people some 
separation. And, and so, by going through the motions of, of doing it you, you 
end up with a structure that will help you separate, you know, perhaps helps you 
untangle perhaps what's on your mind and say it and then, you know, you can 
think on your feelings. You've got to talk in order to get it out you just it gives 
you the envirotunent to talk about the issue, uh, and, and try and like get those 
issues out. Sometimes that's the only way you're going to get um, your 
embedded assumptions or, you know, your's out by saying them. You know, 
how many times have you set down to write a paper and then say, "Oh shit you 
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know, I missed something. This isn't exactly as hot an item as I thought it was," 
because once 1 lay it down and say it then, uh, well, anyway. 

Facilitators create "communication." They accomplish this by 

transforming mere talk or information exchange into a state of participation 

with others. Communication that achieves mutual understanding and 

consensus for action. A communication event, otherwise known as 

"meetings" to facilitators, is a ritual invoked by facilitators so that 

individuals can come together to collectively face and work out individual 

or collective problems (see Katriel and Philipsen, 1981). It is in the pursuit 

of "communication" that the field works out the dilemmas of non-

authoritative intervention. The facilitation field is continuously crafting 

practices and explanations to resolve the communicative dilemmas of 

creating mutual understandmg, resolving differences of opinion, managing 

conflict, and handling change. 

When facilitators told me what they do, in interviews and casual 

conversation, they gave explanations, made descriptions, and told stories to 

help me understand them. Collectively the community of practitioners was 

telling me their code of practice (Weider, 1974), that, no matter what, a 
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facilitator manages the process. What they meant by that seemed obvious 

but really was not. There is a remarkable consistency in their accounts about 

practice whether they use computer support or not Telling me "what they 

do" through the interviews was like the community of practitioners 

engaging in practical theorizing as a collective enterprise. "What they do" is 

create communication events by managing the process so that people can 

communicate to solve problems and make decisions. How they do that is 

embodied in their folk theory of "process management" that officially 

accounts for what they do, 

A folk theory sets out premises that suggest lines of reasoning for 

handling the practical problems faced by members of a community (Dennet, 

1990; Goodwin and Wenzel, 1979; O'Keefe, 1993).'^ In the case of 

Official Canons of Facilitation Practice 

The practical knowledge required to effectively perform a facilitated intervention 
is formulated in the literature by the guru's of practice (e.g., Doyle and Straus, 1976; 
Kaner et al., 1996; Schwarz, 1994). The guru's are people now recognized as leader's in 
the field because of their successful practice or training programs. The guru's are 
concerned with formulating practice that is normatively good and practically effective. In 
the following segment, Michael Doyle, a long time leader in the facilitation field, writes 
about process facilitating in the foreword to Facilitators Guide to oarticipatorv decision
making (19961: 
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As two of the co-founders of meeting facilitation, David Straus and 1 were 
interested in giving people tools to architect their own more powerful futures. 
That meant giving them frameworks and tools to make the groups they worked 
and lived with much more effective, powerful and productive. We saw group 
facilitation as both a social contract and a new, content neutral role—a more 
formalized third party role in groups. We articulated the difference and power 
between "content" and "process" neutrality. Content neutrality means not taking 
a position on the issues at hand; not having a position or a stake in the outcome. 
Process neutrality means not advocating for certain kinds of processes such as 
brainstorming. We found at the power in the role of the facilitator was in 
becoming content neutral and a process advocate—advocating fair, inclusive and 
open processes that would balance participation and improve productivity while 
establishing a safe psychological space in which all group members could fiilly 
participate. 

In the next segment, Roger Schwarz a highly regarded writer on facilitation 
practice explains the core values of facilitation: 

From, The skilled facilitator: Practical wisdom for developing effective groups 
(1994), by Roger Schwarz. 

This book's approach to facilitation is based on three values: valid information. 
&ee and informed choice, and internal commitment to those choices. The three 
core values are listed in Table 1.2 and come from the work of Chris Argyris and 
Don Schon (Argyris, 1970; Argyris & Schon, 1974). Valid information means 
that people share all information relevant to an issue, using specific examples so 
that other people can determine independently whether the information is true. 
Valid information also means that people understand the information that is being 
shared with them. 

Free and informed choice means that people can define their own objectives and 
the methods for achieving them and that their choices are based on valid 
information. When people make free choices, they are not coerced or 
manipulated. Consequently, facilitators do not change people's behavior. 
Facilitators provide information that enables people to decide whether to change 
their behavior. If they decide to change their behavior, the facilitator helps them 
leam how to change. 

Internal commitment to the choice means that people feel personally responsible 
for the decision they make. Each person is committed to the decision because it is 
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facilitators, the folk theory of process management suggests lines of 

reasoning for coping with the dilemmas of neutrality and constructing 

communication events. This chapter describes premises about process 

management maintained by the community of practice emerging around 

collaborative computing technologies. Forms of reasoning about the 

facilitators' relationship to the conmiimication event will be described first 

followed by a description of the forms of reasoning about message 

production in the conmiunication event. Finally, the use of process 

reasoning to account for dilemmas faced by computer supported facilitation 

will be considered. 

The Practical BCnowledge of Facilitation 

Much of the world of facilitation rests on various meanings and 

flmctions of the idea "process." During interviews with facilitators, most 

who used computer support and some who did not, patterns emerged in the 

intrinsically compelling or satisfying, not because the person will be rewarded or 
penalized for making that decision. 

While the guru literature goes a long way toward explaining how to do the practice, there 
are still gaps. Process reasoning is an ofiBcial means for reconstructing normatively good 
practice in the variety of situations facilitators face. 
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way they used the process idea. Process refers to two domains of the 

facilitator's world. "Natural processes" are the activities in which 

collectives engage with each other to accomplish their goals. "Intervention 

processes" are formal activities that facilitators implement with their special 

knowledge and technologies of intervention to improve a collective's ability 

to achieve its goals. Variations on the process improvement theme 

permeate the actions, talk, practical and scientific literature, and the 

promotional materials in the facilitators' world. Interventions usually 

optimize or redesign the natural processes in which groups engage to 

accomplish their goals. It is worth noting that what facilitators consider to 

be "natural" activities for their participants often include layers of designed 

systems of human interaction found in and between organizations. The 

remainder of the chapter describes the practical knowledge of facilitative 

intervention summarized in their use of process in their talk about practice. 

This talk represents the state of practical knowledge for doing neutral 

intervention—at least as far as practitioners can articulate it. Facilitator talk 

that invokes the process idea both explains and prescribes facilitative action. 
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In so doing, it makes convincing that any action taken as process 

intervention is neutral. 

Natural and Intervention Activities 

The distinction between natural and intervention domains underwrites 

the official process management account of facilitative practice. The 

quotation in segment 5.1 is from a facilitator who has been facilitating since 

the late 1960s. The facilitator uses the distinction between natural process 

and intervention process in his summary accounting for the facilitator's 

role. 

Data Segment 5.1 

[so if you could ah summarize what the role of the facilitator is, you'd say] 

F16 (K): hmm, helping a group achieve its purposes. Help it become stronger. 
Help it to dialogue better. Help'n it plan better, uhm and. You know facilitate 
means to make it easy to. I mean part of it is that I've been really. That one of 
the reasons that it is becoming such a powerfiil new profession now is that these 
are things that organizations do on their own normally you know plan, problem 
solve, to build teams. But without good methods it takes forever and it's hit and 
miss and it's you know it's just all kinds of you know we've all been to meetings 
you know staff meeting things, waste, waste, waste time. And so, when people 
see good methods applied with groups in relative difScult circumstances you 
know with you know different ideas or different positions and things and say, 
"hey it works and we did this in two days." 
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The facilitator has articulated basic assumptions about facilitation. 

The facilitator highlights the natural domain by saying, "things that 

organizations do on their own normally" which refers to features of ordinary 

work performed by members of a collective as activities that form the basis 

for intervention. Planning, problem-solving, and team-building are 

examples of the features of everyday group work that that facilitators' 

attempt to improve. Recognition of the intervention domain is marked by 

"but without good methods it takes forever" and "when people see good 

methods applied with groups." Intervention is an activity that complements 

natural activity by applying methods that improve natural activity. The 

facilitative role, defined by this distinction, is to aid the achievement of a 

collective's purpose by improving on natural activities. The methods for 

improving natural processes define the intervention process. Facilitative 

action justifies itself by how well it improves participants' ability to achieve 

goals, for instance, by introducing efficiency and better communication and 

decision practice into the ordinary conduct of natural activities. As will be 

seen in the accounts below, the distinction between natural and intervention 
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activities gives shape to the emergent practical knowledge of facilitative 

intervention as well as a lay theory of intervention communication. 

The practical knowledge of facilitation is like that of a river guide. A 

good river guide knows at least one river well. They know the bends, the 

shallows, the rapids, the rocks, and the fishing holes. They know how the 

seasonal variations affect the river, how to read what the river tells those 

who know, and how to eke out the best ride possible on the river. The river 

facilitators ride are the activities embedded in natural process. The practical 

knowledge of facilitation will be outlined in the following forms: trust the 

process, own the process, deliver on the purpose, seek procedural 

improvement, and decompose activities. 

Reasoning about the facilitator's role in communication events 

Trust the Process 

Understanding natural processes of collectives is an important feature 

of the practical knowledge of facilitation. When facilitators talk about 

practice they use the term process in a way that portrays natural processes as 

a target of intervention activity. Facilitators do not talk about intervention 
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as simply removing slack and inefficiency from natural activities. Instead, 

when talking about natural processes, facilitators elaborate a form of 

practical knowledge that I call "trust the process." Trusting the process 

means that a facilitator can recognize particular kinds of natural activities 

and the course and effects of those natural activities. The ability to trust the 

process means that the facilitator does not intervene on all aspects of a 

natural process but knows the kind of intervention activity required and how 

to intervene to enhance goal achievement. It is the knowledge that comes 

with trusting the process that enables wise choices about intervention. 

The following data segments, taken from interviews with facilitators, 

outline the practical knowledge involved in trusting the process. In these 

segments the facilitators distinguish the kinds of processes (5.2), how 

natural processes are experienced (5.3 and 5.4), and how natural processes 

can be meddled with by the facilitator's actions and choices (5.4 and 5.5). 

The natural processes that facilitators intervene upon have 

experiential qualities that facilitators need to know and understand to help 

people through those activities. The experience of a natural process can be 
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confusing and frustrating which may be an important aspect of the natural 

process. 

Data Segment 5.2 

F2.27 (N): it's kinda that idea of making it easy and um being there and 
allowing them to do it. Ya know allowing them the privilege of imi and. It's 
really, I see myself as being privileged to be the facilitator. And it's it's such. 
You do get attached to these groups because you feel like they've. It's an 
authentic struggle. They've worked hard on a project to come together to reach 
this common goal. And 111 really believe in that authentic struggle. When, If 
you've ever saved money or, you know, lost weight or or done something that you 
really wanted to do and as this process goes on it's an authentic struggle. And I 
kinda like that that idea, the authentic struggle, you know 

The facilitator explains through the example of individual struggles that 

groups go through similar struggles in trying to reach a goal. Knowing 

natural processes enables facilitators to treat natural processes as a course of 

events through which people pass. It also enables them to see what 

struggles are necessary or not to successfiilly accomplishing a goal. It this 

knowledge that facilitators accumulate about natural processes. With that 

knowledge they are better able to understand how to intervene. The 

facilitator in segment 5.3 explicitly expresses this as trusting the process. 

Data Segment 5.3 

F8.18 (C): So I think that's a big thing for me was to trust the process and 
understand it in my own head. And then be able to focus more on the group 
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dynamics. And one other qiiick thing is that I became alot more uhm, I became 
alot more receptive to dealing with the group dynamics cause that's kind of scary 
when your first starting out When you think that there's going to be conflict in 
that room and how do you allow it to happen, but yet control it. 

Natural processes have a life of their own that will run particular courses. 

Once a facilitator realizes increasing variations in natural courses that 

natural processes can take, then they become more free to pay attention to 

effectively influencing a natural process. Otherwise, they become too 

caught up in worrying about the course of an activity. 

Facilitators ride a fine line between influencing a natural activity to 

optimize its outcomes and intervening in a way that destroys the intent and 

purpose of the natural activity on which they are intervening. In segment 

5.6, the facilitator describes a time when he turned down an intervention 

request because the group was experiencing frustrations in their natural 

activities that were appropriate to accomplishing their goal. 

Data Segment 5.4 

F21.12 (C): they actually had a healthy process going through that. And in my 
opinion, I observed, that they really didn't need to bring a facilitator because the 
normal diversions and things they had were part of the socialization scene and as a 
result I didn't think they were wasting alot of time. They had a good session and I 
think bringing in an outsider a facilitator, I think it just raised some issues that the 
group didn't want to raise, they didn't want to deal with, at least the vocal 
majority of them didn't want to deal with the issue of are we doing the right 
things, they already felt they were. 
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Facilitators attend to the consequences of spoiling natural processes by the 

way they conduct their intervention. The facilitator in segment 5.5 is 

explaining the role of a facilitator. 

Data Segment 5.5 

F9.1 (C): Getting the job done. Getting the, whatever the meeting's sponsor said. 
"This is the reason we're having this meeting. This is the outcome we're after 
here. We've got to have consensus on these five things. That we're going to 
leave here and do ah and action commitments" and maybe that's what the 
meeting's sponsor says we got to have out of this. If I try a model or a style that 
doesn't fit me, my odds go down in delivering that outcome. I'll interfere with the 
process as opposed to facilitate a process. 

Understanding natural process is critical to the practical knowledge of 

facilitation. This iaiowledge establishes a baseline for facilitators to see 

how the world works. This basic knowledge is structured by the search for 

procedural understanding about how natural processes work and what 

natural processes are supposed to look like. 

Own the Process 

The distinction between natural and intervention activities defines the 

facilitators role. The facilitator is expected to have a stock of knowledge 

about procedural improvement which the facilitator implements to enhance 

natural processes. The facilitator is responsible for the effective 
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implementation of that knowledge and the type of intervention activity the 

facilitator helps to create. This form of practical knowledge will be called 

"owning the process." Owning the process means the facilitator 

understands the rights and responsibilities of intervening. This 

understanding clarifies the special procedural knowledge a facilitator needs 

to develop and it clarifies the boundaries for intervention action on the part 

of the facilitator. The following data segments help outline the knowledge 

involved in owning the process. 

The facilitators in segments 5.6 and 5.7 were explaining the role of 

the facilitator. Both accounts focus on the facilitators obligation to know 

procedures that can be applied or how to design procedures for a 

circumstance. The accounts also express how the facilitator is independent 

from the substance of an intervention as well as the intervention process 

itself In other words, the facilitator introduces intervention activities and 

then operates those activities. The facilitator in segment 5.6 runs a decision 

room at a major American research institution in the Eastern United States. 

The facilitator in segment 5.7, who at the time did not use computer support 
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in facilitation, works for an international consulting firm specializing in 

business process redesign. 

Data Segment 5.6 

F1.23 (C): Oh well I just I really think diat facilitators own the process. 
Facilitators should be skilled in agenda planning, meeting management, uh 
logistical planning so that they know you know what people need to have when 
they come into a meeting and how they should how they should act. 

Data Segment 5.7 

F10.3 (N): Then the workshops themselves receive a very very clear distinction 
between content and process we own the process and the client owns the content 
and we don't ask the client what process we should be doing and we don't ask 
them what content there should be going into it. But we don't tell them we only 
offer advice on the process we bring the process and design the process custom 
for every workshop to accomplish the goal that was set at the front end. 

Owning and operating a procedure intended to improve a group's 

ability to achieve a goal also entails responsibility for the facilitator. The 

demand on the facilitator, no matter what technique or method, is to run the 

intervention so that the intervention process addresses the needs of the 

client. Facilitators see this demand coming from their clients and their 

profession. The competence of the role and the integrity of the intervention 

depends on effective use of procedures. The facilitator in segment 5.8 is 

referring to a computer supported facilitation to redesign the operations of 

an international business firm. The facilitator in 5.9 is referring to non 



198 

computer supported facilitation supporting community development 

activities. 

Data Segment 5.8 

F9.5 (C): all they <the client> have to do is make one phone call to somebody 
else and say "we had a bad process that happened we're focusing on the wrong 
things my guy said so. And we ain't playing we're not given up our ten guys." If 
one guy does that then all the rest of the sector presidents all the way through have 
exactly the same reason not to give up The other, all the other people were goin' 
to have to give up resources have the same excuse and if so if the credibility is 
questioned at all. I mean it's actually fundamental. 

Data Segment 5.9 

F2.5 (N): And one of the books I've read of facilitation, which was really 
tremendous, it kinda looks cheesy, but it's one of the best books I've seen. It says. 
"A facilitator is totally immersed is really totally responsible for the process you 
are using. Whether it's ICA, the open space (.) there's several technologies of 
facilitation. But you're responsible 

[Open space? Is that ah] 

That's another one. Yeah. Butuh,(.) you're responsible for the process but the 
people are responsible for the content. So you continue to keep through the 
process and keep the people in those areas. Ya know. People will help what they 
support. People will Action best when they're most comfortable, ya know. And 
those kind of, eh, principles that guide kinda the the session. 

All these accounts about owning the process presume a distinction 

between the process as an entity to be managed by the facilitator from the 

naturally occurring processes of collectives like organizations or 

communities. The knowledge facilitators develop about "owning the 

process" underwrites their understanding of the purpose and limits of their 
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role. The three forms of practical knowledge to be described below explain 

key aspects of the facilitators' job. 

Deliver on the Purpose 

The facilitators' job is to find ways for groups to reach their goals 

despite deficiencies in the circumstances of a meeting or the inability of a 

group to effectively communicate. An important form of practical 

knowledge for facilitators is "delivering on the purpose." The following 

exchange about the role of the facilitator, in data segment 6.x, is between 

two facilitators who had just met each other. One is fi*om the Midwest and 

the other is firom the west coast and neither uses computer support for 

facilitation but both have over twenty years experience in the field. Even 

though their background experiences and training were quite different, they 

jointly conclude that the role of a facilitator is to hold the group to their 

intentions. They are expressing what it means to "deliver on the purpose." 

Data Segment 5.10 

F4: That's what our job is, they're they're trying to get somewhere with us, we're 
there to make it easier for them to get the work done and that 

F3: Right. 
F4: means that we have responsibility to keep them to their intention. 
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F3: Right. 
F4: To their purpose of that meeting. There are things that need to be deiivered. 

the decision, an expior- a deeper exploration, sometimes what's being 
delivered is a broad study of things. 

These two facilitators summarize key features of "delivering on the 

purpose" in the phrases: to "make it easier," to "keep them to their 

intention," and that there are "things that need to be delivered." 

To accomplish delivering on the purpose a facilitator has to 

understand the it is not sufficient to pull a group of people together to just 

let them talk. A good facilitator knows that very little will come of such a 

gathering. Instead, a facilitator has to know how to move a group beyond 

their natural forms of meeting with each other. This sentiment is expressed 

in the three following data segments. But the sentiment also describes what 

facilitators need to know to deliver on the purpose. 

Data Segment 5.11 

F1.19 (C): But they came not having a clue as to what having a collaborative 
process was and uh not knowing what their direction for technology should be in 
their district and left with a list of critical technology issues, left with knowing 
about the process of planning that they had not seen before, touching, and feeling 
new educational technologies that would change the way that children would 
leam. 

Data Segment 5.12 
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F2.8 (N): all these different people coming in there and they want to have this 
plan. And, and what happens a lot of times is you get in these meeting and you 
get a lot done and, ah, people are real tired of meetings that kinda waste their time 
and I call em "D and D meetings," discussion and dismiss. You know they discuss 
a lot they talk a lot and then they just just say, "OK, well a lot of good ideas, let's 
go" but they don't really say, "OK. we're gonna do this." The processes that 1, 
and and I really know the ICA specifically, that really takes people through a 
process to come up with a real hard and fast results of who will do the what and 
when and it's very timely so that it doesn't make people feel like they're 
committed on this team forever and ever, you know, for life, but they have a 
beginning date and end date and that which really relieves a lot of tension a lot of 
stress 

Data Segment 5.13 

F7.2 (C): And that leads into another reason why they may need facilitation is to 
understand that there that it helps you in many ways and most situations to have a 
process that your following to get to your desired outcome. Instead of just 
lumping a bunch of people together without any agenda or objectives or anything 
to go through and then expect to all of a sudden magically end up with something 
at the end of a certain amoimt of time. 

The way facilitators talk about intervention process in data segments 5.11-

5.13 marks the kind of knowledge necessary to conduct facilitative 

intervention. Facilitators are supposed to introduce knowledge about 

improving meeting communication such as how to plan (5.11), how to 

distribute task responsibilities (5.12), and how to create objectives and 

agendas (5.13). Their knowledge of the intervention domain applies to 

improving meetings while their knowledge of the natural domain applies to 

understanding how meetings work. 
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Seek Procedural Tmprovement 

Facilitators elaborate the distinction between natural and intervention 

domains as a motive for facilitative action. In other words, since processes 

can be improved, then processes ought to be improved. This is noticeable 

in the sharp contrast between the way facilitators talk about natural and 

intervention processes. Facilitators talk about intervention process as 

something they can manipulate or introduce into the social scene to improve 

the messy and inefficient characteristics of natural activity. This is a form 

of practical knowledge that I will refer to as "seeking procedural 

improvement." In seeking procedural improvement, facilitators try to 

identify available solutions or to invent new solutions. 

Improving group communication depends on the facilitator's ability 

to see how groups communicate to optimize the group's natural 

communication practice or to introduce new practices. In the following data 

segment, the facilitator describes the type of computer supported facilitation 

she does within the information systems division of the firm for which she 

works. Her description of her job makes use of the distinction between 
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natural and intervention processes as she explains the type of meeting 

format used to handle a variety of natural activities within the firm. 

Data Segment 5.14 

[I don't know what you call it you call it cases or meetings er what kinds of 
facilitations do you do?] 

F5: Ok, we call em sessions. 

[Sessions...Ok] 

F5: Yeah 

[Cause everyone has a little bit different wording.] 

F5: Yeah Yeah, we call em sessions and uh sessions sponsors and meeting 
participants and we are the facilitators of course. Uhm we do a lot of customer 
focus groups. We do a lot of design requirements, design specifications. Uhm 
lots of feedback questions of many kinds ya know quality feedback, management 
feedback, uh personnel things uh, lots and lots of post project reviews where we 
just roiled out a new product and the team'I come in here and uhm go through. 
We have kind of a generic meeting that they go through for that uhm process; 
"What did we do well, what did we do, what should we have done differently, 
how was communication," just alot of post mortems like that And what we're 
trj^g to do with that group now is get more in the concept phase. Get em in here 
when they're developing the product more. Cause right now it's standard for 
everyone to come through here after they've, which is just a new thing but it's 
kind of policy, they need to come in here and do post-mortem so we don't make 
the same mistakes over and over again. 

The facilitator's description (5.14) identifies natural processes in her 

organization like focus groups, design requirement meetings, design 

specification meetings, feedback meetings and project reviews. These 

natural processes are identified by the purpose of the meeting (or a session). 

These names specify goals to accomplish through joint activity. It is the 
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improves natural activities. In this case, "post-mortems" are a type of 

intervention that the facilitators in decision services conduct to handle post-

project reviews. The facilitator describes the intervention process as a 

"generic meeting" composed of the following series of questions: "What 

did we do well, what did we do, what should we have done differently, how 

was communication." These questions constitute the intervention process 

referred to as "post mortems." It is a standard solution to the kinds of 

problems encountered in group meetings and to the kind of information 

typically required in post meeting evaluation. Various intervention 

designs can become standardized and part of a facilitator's stock of 

knowledge. This is the case with the "generic meeting" described above. 

Facilitators do not just apply standard solutions they also design 

interventions to solve particular problems. This is what the facilitator above 

is referring to when she explains that she is looking forward to intervening 

on the "concept phase" of product development. So, natural process 
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improvement occurs by finding a good stock solution or by designing a new 

solution. 

Facilitators' design interventions by playing their understanding of 

natural activities against their knowledge about applying facilitation 

techniques and technologies. The facilitator in segment 5.15 below 

describes different kinds of intervention activities, that relate to natural 

activities like business process improvement sessions, conflict resolution, 

and strategic planning. The facilitator points out that even though a variety 

of natural activities only a routine set of problems arise for resolution. Just 

like the concept of a "generic meeting" above, the facilitator in 5.15 points 

out that there are a number of intervention techniques and technologies that 

work across an array of natural activities. 

Data Segment 5.15 

[Let's see we were talking about the kinds of facilitation that you have been 
doing.] 

F6: Yeah I guess my answer to that is "generic". I don't know if there is such a 
thing as generic facilitation but uh 0 know alot of idea generation sessions and 
from those spring uh action plans for improvement. So then you might classify 
that as process improvement sessions those tend to be very popular. Uh I think 
the things that attract people to the technology is uh really the anonymous input 
and maybe the strength of structured techniques. But anonymous input is 
generally functioned "uh gosh we have got some dominant personalities or we 
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have got some conflict and we want to get some of this out on the table." So you 
get those sort of conflict resolution types of sessions and I see alot of that. But, in 
reality ya know it is a lot of brainstorming maybe sometimes and just more 
formalized voting procedures that flow off of that. So. Basic strategic plaiming 
sessions also. 

Facilitators see the relationship between natural activities and intervention 

activities intended to improve the natural process. Intervention activities are 

named for the function of the intervention being carried out. So facilitators 

may talk about problem-solving, decision-making, brainstorming, or voting 

as particular kinds of intervention activities. The facilitator in data segment 

5.15 above talks about different natural activities being associated with 

standard intervention activities. So, process improvement sessions require 

two interrelated intervention processes of idea generation and action 

planning. The facilitator describes the strategic planning as two interrelated 

intervention processes of brainstorming and voting procedures. Conflict 

resolution, while less well articulated, appears to require an intervention 

activity that will "get it out on the table." Facilitators' accomplish this, like 

many intervention activities, with brainstorming and voting. 

Facilitators identify goals that focus on the procedural aspects of an 

activity and not the content or the substantive outcomes of the activity. In 
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segment 5.16 the facilitator talks about the kinds of activities he prefers to 

facilitate. 

Data Segment 5.16 

F1.39 You know, 1 have uhm. There are a lot of processes that, I don't mind 
facilitating. I don't mind facilitating meeting planning sessions, action planning, 
and goal statements and objectives. I know that stuff uhm, and 1 know the 
process. 

By talking about the procedural features of activities, an abstract quality is 

given to facilitator's knowledge of natural and intervention activities. They 

can know what the substance of an activity will look like but in principle 

can not know what particular substance will make up an activity. They can 

know what an outcome is supposed to look like but in principle can not 

know what any particular outcome will be. This way of talking contributes 

to their neutrality since they can remain neutral to the substance of an 

intervention and still talk about the intervention by using their practical 

facilitation knowledge. 

Seeking procedural improvement is a form of practical knowledge 

that treats intervention process as a stock of procedures in a facilitator's tool 

kit. The tools are used to solve the problems of meeting. The tools enable 

the facilitator to not be part of natural processes. Instead, the facilitator 
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introduces intervention knowledge to help realize the intended outcome of 

natural processes. 

Decompose Activities 

The distinction between natural and intervention domains is a lens for 

seeing the design of natural activities. Within natural processes facilitators 

see the potential for improving the natural activity by drawing out the latent 

intervention possibilities embedded in that natural activity. I call this form 

of practical knowledge "decomposing activities." Facilitative action built 

on the ability to decompose natural activities into sub-activities that have 

particular intervention functions. Facilitators will see a natural activity to 

be a set of procedures that produce a series of outcomes leading to the 

overall goal of producing a strategic plan. So, a given goal like developing 

a strategic plan comes to include procedures like brainstorming, 

categorizing, and then voting. Each activity in an intervention activity 

contributes to the other. Whatever the natural activity is, particular 

functions of the natural activity can be identified and intervened upon so 

that natural activities are made more effective. When asked what a process 
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is, the facilitator in data segment 5.17 offers an explanation of the logic of 

decomposing. 

Data Segment 5.17 

F5.8 

[Is it uh, and a process would be?] 

F5: Brainstorming, and then voting, and then talking about implementation. 

[Each of those individual things would be a process?] 

F5: I am really talking about the whole gammut ya know going through it with 
each one being a litde tool to get there. 

The facilitator in 5.17 expresses a fundamental disposition of facilitators to 

decompose activities. This disposition derives in part from a facilitator's 

ability to see intervention possibilities in natural activities. The way the 

facilitator described process above she listed three intervention activities 

and then explained how each activity is a step in achieving an outcome. 

Decomposing an activity depends on a facilitator seeing the natural design 

of activities that can in turn be separated into functional parts and then 

reassembled into an intervention activity. The reassembled process 

optimizes the existing natural activity or redesigns that activity to better 

achieve the intended purpose of the natural activity originally decomposed. 
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The facilitator's knowledge of interventions is used to analyze and 

repair known or predictable flaws in natural activities. The facilitators in 

segments 5.18 and 5.19 describe how their interventions divide into sub-

processes intended to improve a collective's ability to achieve a goal. 

The facilitator in 5.18 describes his involvement in a strategic 

planning session he facilitated for a Midwestern conununity dealing with 

youth violence and drug use. The facilitator describes how the intervention 

entails a strategic planning process composed of sub-processes. 

Data Segment 5.18 

F2.20 And and I forgot about that That that might something saying, "Who 
should be here?" It's not. "Well the police need be here and the DA's office needs 
to be here and the Mayor's office needs to be here" so when you think about an 
issue imder child abuse, "Well the Chamber of commerce should be in here, the 
public school should be in here, the ya know, violence should be in" so act but the 
process is the first divisioning big topic flmneled and the second and this is where 
it starts to get, you start to weed it out, and, you know, really make it clear and the 
second is the contradictions. And the third workshop is the strategic direction 
where you find out specific directions and then you might come up with three or 
four or five or six directives like um, establishing work, remodeling 

Facilitator 10 describes how an organizational intervention is 

composed of different functional activities intended to produce outcomes 

necessary for the next fimctional activity in the intervention. 

Data Segment 5.19 
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FIO.4 Yah that's overall for example we are helping organization a complete 
organization transition firom a current position to an end position. There's eleven 
steps each step except for one is a workshop so its the first workshop is a current 
reality you have to know where you are before you know where you're going. The 
nexts an issues workshop where we talk about our process we design for that 
workshop is extracting the two issues of the organization firom the grass roots 
level the next step in the overall transition process is a ahm is an organizational 
process model so we do that in a workshop we collect to create the models so each 
step in the overall transition is has a sub process to it which is a workshop process 
and we design both of them. 

Facilitators tend to see facilitation as the application of methods and tools to 

a difficult problem to help collectives achieve goals. 

Decomposition of natural activities is possible because of the 

distinction facilitators make between natural and intervention activities. 

The specialized knowledge facilitators claim for intervention renders 

decomposition conceivable. Facilitators know process techniques and 

technologies (5.20), facilitators are trained in the techniques and 

technologies of practice (5.21 and 5.22), facilitators know how to design 

intervention strategies based on their special knowledge (5.23 and 5.24), 

and facilitators market their services based on the varieties specialized 

knowledge they possess (5.24). 

Data Segment 5.20 
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F1.7 1 expect the client to know their business I expect to know the process and I 
or they should expect me to know the process, how to use tools, and how to get it 
deliverable for them. 

Data Segment 5.21 

F2.3 (N): It's hard to explain to someone who hasn't gone through the process 
((ICA training)) or, ah. And then after they column, they put them in columns, 
then as a facilitator I'll go back and say, ya know, "What is the true intent of this 
column?" And this colimm may be the one about the enforcement, safe 
neighborhoods, or they might call it that or safety issues or something like that. 

Data Segment 5.22 

F6.2 (C): I have also had groups approach me in relationship to business in the 
process of ya know reengineering but then again I mean when you are dealing 
with something like BPR, it still gets down to some of the basics of basic things 
that facilitators do, uh i.e. they promote group creativity, they help groups 
prioritize problem, put constraints on problem, and uh elaborate on problems so it 
ya know no matter how you cut it much of it is the same thing. 

Data Segment 5.23 

F7.6 (C): but there are very very specific steps that you take umm depending on 
which JAD process you're in. You may be modeling. You may be doing some 
kind of detailing, "this is the highest level of your process," "this is what you're 
doing here now." I've been trained in the TOP facilitation methods and other 
strategic planning methods and 11 am trying to incorporate some of their well 
their their workshop method was very much just a divergent and convergent 
process it just so happens they do theirs on (paper on the) walls. When I was in 
their class I wasn't really learning anything new there but they do have a method 
for discussion that umm is called the ORID. 

Data Segment 5.24 

F8.4 (C): They kept talk talking about in this conference a lot of acronyms. Like 
TOP and these people are trained in this and trained in that and their trained in 
this so those are processes that people have learned and and and some facilitators 
have I think just sell that they do that, that process and they get business from 
doing that and um I think that groups smart groups, get better outcomes. 
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The practical knowledge about process guides neutrality and the 

delivery of a non-authoritative communication space can be summarized as 

follows: 

1. Natural processes are extant ways collectives try to achieve goals 

and overcome obstacles to goals. 

2. Facilitators are intervention specialists who design interventions 

by decomposing natural activities by with their special 

intervention knowledge. 

3. Interventions are designed to improve natural processes by 

optimizing interaction functions that would otherwise be left in an 

inefficient state. 

4. Intervention is based on a specialized knowledge of intervention 

that not only enables facilitators to see the intervention 

possibilities in natural activities but also provides facilitators with 

tools for improving natural activities. 



214 

These fonns of knowledge not only describe the worid of facilitative 

intervention but also prescribe facilitative action. In particular, these forms 

of knowledge create a set of premises for the conduct of neutral 

interventions. The facilitator's job is to make the natural activities of groups 

better without interfering with the substance or outcomes of those activities, 

except as a facilitator intervenes to make those activities better. Towards 

this end, the facilitator enacts the role of "process manager." The facilitator, 

as process manager, guides the natural process of the group by 

implementing intervention processes, e.g., various methods and techniques 

of facilitation. The intervention methods are process tools that exist 

independent from the natural activity and the facilitator. By "owning" the 

process, the facilitator can avoid interfering with the substance of natural 

activities. It is through this orientation to neutrality, that facilitators reason 

about their role in the intervention. 

Reasoning about Message Production and Reception. 

The field has more specific premises regarding how facilitators 

should guide message production and reception. The facilitator's job is to 
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figure out which tools to use and run those tools. The miming of the 

process tools by the facilitator is intended to create communication among 

the participants. A communication event that is neutral, objective, and fair 

so that the best ideas will rise unfettered by convention or power. It is like 

an effort to realize a true marketplace of ideas. The facilitator's role is 

uniquely "in-between" important aspects of the intervention context. The 

formal distinction between process and content defines the role of the 

facilitator and the relationship the facilitator has to the features of the 

facilitation context. The facilitator is mdependent from and responsible for 

the process and the facilitator is independent from the content but is not 

responsible for the content. The process is in principle separate from the 

content and thus manageable by the facilitator. 

Elicit What is Naturally There 

The belief that the intervention process is neutral to the substance of 

an intervention is expressed in the accounts about "eliciting what is 

naturally there." These accounts describe how intervention communication 

is effective when the knowledge of the participants becomes public through 
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the process without any additions or deletions. If the facilitator manages the 

planned process correctly, then the right information in sufficient quantity, 

relevance, and currency will be available for the group. The information 

will be available to all the participants. 

Data segment 5.25 

F10.1 (N): never tell the client the answer ahm one we don't know the answer 
and two we believe the client has the information and all they need is a process to 
draw it out ahm so the whole approach through which we do our transformation is 
a facilitated workshop ah ah 

Data segment 5.26 

F9.2 (C): The ah, my particular belief system for example is that I am not a I am 
not an expert in their content I am an expert in process only. Ok. But I am a real 
expert in process. And ah, that's that's my belief system. So when I go live with 
an audience I try to become a process mirror somehow of their content and not 
distort their content. I don't want, I don't want their outcomes to be, to have 
anything to do with my content knowledge, because I don't think they'll be 
implemented afterwards if they don't own them. If it originates there gets closed 
there and get committed to their and its their stuff 

Data segment 5.27 

F7.12 (C): And that you are not determining the content itself. You're 
detennining how the content gets there and what's going to be done with it at the 
end but you don't own the information they own the information they have the 
knowledge. You're just there to help them get their knowledge out. You not 
imparting knowledge to them. Other than the fact that you may be imparting the 
knowledge of the process and modeling how good it is, how to be a good 
facilitator. You're not giving them knowledge on the stuff that their subject 
matter experts on that they're in the room discussing. 

Data segment 5.28 

F2.23 (N): as a facilitator your your responsibility is not about what you think 
about our process, what is. If you're coming into my agency, your your 
responsibility is not to tell me what you think the child abuse (laws) should be. 
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But it is to. And so you would turn that around saying, "Weil, um, really you 
know" and and you wouldn't say it these so many words, but you would say, "I'm 
not, my my job is more on on process not the content. This is your plan you know 
and I wanna keep true to that and I think that you all are the brain trust. You are 
the people who are the experts. I'm the facilitator. This is your feild of child 
abuse, you know more about it, you've been involved and this is your expertise. 
We need glean from you all what is the most important." And so really it's it's 
almost to work the group and just to allow their best product to come out and and 
doing that by in a verbal kinda way by asking the right questions. 

Facilitators describe client needs and the facilitators' role in terms of 

eliciting what is naturally there. In other words, it does not interfere with 

the natural process but rather a good process reflects the natural process and 

allows it to become explicit and available to the participants. Actions that 

blur this distinction, such as a facilitator judging the quality of a decision, 

idea, or outcome, are accountable acts. 

The naturally occurring ideas, knowledge, understandings or 

whatever it is the intervention is after, however, can be tainted by the 

facilitator having a tie to the substance of a session. If the participants 

should see that a tie exists (whether or not it does), then facilitators' perceive 

that the uitervention is tainted. Ties to the substance of an intervention 

come from impressions that the facilitator has either knowledge or opinions 
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about the substance. Facilitators routinely admit that their job would be 

easier if they have no knowledge or opinion about the content. 

Don't Admit Knowledge 

Data segment 5.29 

F2.12 (N): And really sometimes it's, ah, OK not to have any idea of what their 
doing so you are really concerned more about what the process and them working 
together rather than what the content is. 

Data segment 5.30 

F6.13 (C): now if I am a telecom expert and I facilitate/consult telecom groups 
and they know that I am a telecom expert and they want my opinions then I will 
do that but the problem if you are going to come in on the content consultation 
instead of process facilitation then you have to make that clear, because it is very 
difBcult to maintain both of those roles at the same time. Can you be a process 
facilitator at the same time as being a content consultant? I don't know. Uhm 
because people that don't have the same agenda as you are no longer going to 
view you as neutral which is, I think neutrality is much strived for as a 
prerequisite to process facilitation. So if you are content consulting then you are 
no longer neutral because you have an opinion about what is best. So then you 
are not facilitating you are consulting. 

Don't Admit Commitments 

Data segment 5.31 

F1.30 (C): But when I'm in a group of of people that are doing it doing uh 
planning process or something that is not related to that or my role is to guide 
them through the process, I need to be very objective about it, I need to be very 
nonbiased, I need to be very neutral, regardless of what my personal opinion 
might be, and uhm sometimes that's very hard to do. 

Data segment 5.32 
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F6.14 (C): No, I think that is the key. Uh you don't think, even if you think a 
position is right, you may, you probably don't want to advocate it, you don't want 
to advocate it if you are process facilitating. 1 think that is the key characteristic 
of neutrality. 

So, neutrality is achieved by managing impressions of distance. 

Concealing commitments and not giving an impression of a commitment 

that does not exist. Facilitators' achieve neutrality by managing an 

impression of naturalness in that the participants control or influence the 

communication event. Naturalness is achieved by dealing with the 

participants "needs" and "interests" that serve as the reference point for 

substantive judgments. Facilitative intervention is justified by the way it 

preserves the naturalness of the communication event through the 

invisibility of the intervention. The facilitator's job is to elicit what is 

naturally there by being sure to not demonstrate content knowledge and by 

not admitting commitments. 

A "process management" view of constructing communication events 

is articulated in the way facilitators talk about process and practice. The 

process should be managed in such a way that the process reveals the true 

substance and does not interfere with or taint the substance that naturally 
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exists. The managed process should elicit what is naturally occurring 

within the group relative to why they are meeting. 

Reasoning about Troubles and the Doing of Distance 

Facilitation is organized by a recognizable set of premises for 

reasoning about the construction of communication events. These premises 

enable facilitators to flexibly adjust to multiple settings, demands, and 

constraints. The principles are not a body of solutions so much as a set of 

rational strategies for figuring out what to do in a particular circumstance. 

The setting in which computer supported facilitation takes place is a unique 

context of intervention. The general strategy is for facilitators' to explain 

their actions in terms of distance. Their accounts about handling 

problematic events in the collaborative computing environment demonstrate 

how they believe intervention communication produces a communication 

event where facilitation is neutral to the substance of an intervention. 

Resistance 

Meeting participants may not be ready to act in cooperative ways. 

Even worse, participants may engage in behavior that on the surface appears 
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cooperative but iias the effect of being highly uncooperative. Participants 

often act in such ways in an effort to handle their disagreements and 

grievances with others in the meeting, with their bosses or managers, or 

even with the facilitated intervention itself. In each case, the facilitator 

must confront dilemmas of client control. Efforts by the facilitator to 

control the participant can damage the facilitator's non-authoritative stance. 

Doing nothing, however, is no solution since the attempt to control the 

decision-making by an individual or clique subverts the democratic or 

collaborative atmosphere of the decision. Most of the time, facilitators 

handle this by engaging the group in discussions that reassess their 

collective and individual goals or by applying pressure from external factors 

like time constraints. 

A seasoned veteran of computer supported facilitation, describes how 

he handles a powerful group member who attempts to prevent the group 

from making a decision. While it is a rather extreme example, it still relies 

on process reasoning to explain and justify the action described in the story. 

Data Segment 5.32 "Process to the rescue" 
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[But if you see that people aie getting into scrambled thinking and should go back 
to another alternative, do you say here let's go into this tool, because it; Do you 
ever do anything like that? Use the tool itself as a reason to alter the group 
process?] 

F18: Oh, all the time. 

[Do you have an example of that?] 

F18: The one that comes to mind immediately is from the meeting that got 
away from me. The one where people refiised to attend to me and they had to run 
in the big guy. He in effect hijacked the meeting, because he didn't want—he had 
very low goal congruence. He did not want the meeting to achieve its goal. So 
once he took over, he spent about 45 minutes of an hour long session, discussing 
the process by which something might get done in a very deliberate attempt to 
prevent anything from getting done. It was obviously deliberate at the time and 
afterwards I interviewed him and he said to me that "It was important to me that 
this not get done. And so, that's why I did what I did." There was no question at 
the time it was happening or afterwards. He was very open about it. And I 
needed to get things done. The meeting owner was paying the bill and he 
wanted to get things done. And so after it became clear that I wasn't going to get 
this guy to sit down without knocking him down. I turned on the screen behind 
me. And every time he suggested a possible approach, I brought up a tool that 
would implement the approach and started typing in the appropriate text to get 
that tool rolling. And the group would sit there listening to him and watch me 
put up a Group Outline, an EBS tool, a Topic Conmientor session. One tool after 
another went by while this guy talked, "Well we could, ah possibly, ah we could 
try this, it might have this kind of effect, ah, ah, ah. And on he went. About 15 
minutes before the end of the time, the group hijacked the meeting back from 
him. They said, "Well, let us use this tool that (the facilitator) has put up on the 
screen." At that point there was nothing much he could do. So he said, "ok." Not 
realizing that you could get a whale of a lot done in 15 minutes with electronic 
technology enabling. They put in about 200 comments and got them organized in 
about 15 minutes. So in that case I offered the tools to the group behind the guy's 
back as a way of getting back on track. 

The happy resolution in the story affirms basic beliefs about the 

properties, purpose, and influence of computer supported facilitation. First, 
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the facilitator dramatizes how facilitative action can creatively overcome 

threats to creating real communication. He has shown how an indirect 

though powerful challenge to the intervention is accomplished through the 

facilitator's command of process knowledge and the technical features of 

the room. By simultaneously owning and trusting the process, he is able to 

remain non-authoritative in his effort to take the meeting back and give it 

over to the group. A successful direct challenge of the leader would have 

put the facilitator in control of the meeting. By showing the rest of the 

participants all of their procedural options, however, the facilitator helps 

them seek a procedural solution to the meeting ownership problem. 

Disagreement 

Computer supported facilitation has spawned a unique solution to the 

problem of handling disagreement in a non-authoritative fashion. When 

participants disagree, the facilitator faces a dilemma: How to create 

discussion progress without taking a side (losing unpartiality) or failing to 

create equal opportunity (losing symmetry)? To accomplish this, the 

facilitator cannot become involved in the substance of the dispute. 
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Moreover, computer supported facilitators must handle disagreement within 

the mass of messages produced by the group using the groupware system. 

It is not unusual in these circumstances for a group to produce 1,000 

messages in just a few minutes. 

Facilitators employ a standard pattern of intervention, settlement-

through- abstraction to handle disagreement within the context of a mass of 

messages. The mass of messages produced on general discussion topics are 

reconciled or reduced into a collective opinion supporting a particular 

course of action. First, the mass of messages is organized into a set of 

categories. Each category is intended to capture the essential meaning of 

the messages in the category. The facilitator in chapter one called this 

"paring down." The group with the help of the facilitator attempts to 

subsume all the comments generated into an orthogonal set of categories. 

Next, the group assesses the remaining categories. The assessment depends 

on the purpose of the meeting but it generally includes some form of 

prioritization of the categories. The prioritization generally gives shape to 

the larger choice being made such as discovering the root causes to a 
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problem or finding the most acceptable alternatives. The facilitator in data 

segment 5.33 calls this "the drive to consensus." This pattern is solves the 

dilemma of handling disagreement in a non-authoritative manner. 

Managing disagreement is explained by the facilitator in data segment 

5.33 Below. The facilitator explains how to use the results of a vote to 

promote discussion rather than using a vote to render a decision. This 

creative use of the tool enables the facilitator to manage the process without 

becoming involved in the substance and to equalize participation without 

jeopardizing impartiality. 

Data Segment 5.33 "Settlement on the electronic frontier" 

F15: So the results of that vote we might have. We'll have a prioritized list so all 
those fifty things will be prioritized and then we'll say from perhaps a clear 
break (pause) So, we'll revote on this list of twenty things and ah take the 
top three or four whatever the group agrees to. And that's how we can reduce a 
list down to the real root causes. And, we should have a very high degree of 
consensus in vote result matrix that shows up on the screen after you collect 
votes—has a breakdown of the top twenty items. You can see exactly how the 
group has voted—whether there was a lot of consensus or whether the vote was 
clustered or whether the votes were spread out "You know there's a real 
distribution pattem there." It could be bimodal or tri-modal or whatever. Uhm, or 
you have a lot of disagreement in the group so those items would have a large 
standard deviation. The items were were tightly clustered together would have a 
small standard deviation. So, we can really rely on standard deviation as a 
indicator of consensus and ah those items that have a large standard deviation we 
obviously need to talk more about those. So we would go into a verbal at that 
point, "tell me why you feel this idea is a root cause and why it isn't." And we'd 
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have a round of discussion and then perhaps vote again. And uhm, some 
people who voted it very low may change their votes and vote it very high or vice 
a versa. And hopefully, and that's how you drive towards consensus. But at least 
your spending time verbally in the group on the things where you know you got 
some dispersion &om the group rather than wasting time on the things you're 
already agreed on you're just burning up your meeting time talking about stuff you 
already agree on and so that's where your efSciencies start coming in. I believe 
that's where that's why they can say that's why the meeting time is reduced in half 
it's because of these efSciencies that we get. 

The facilitator talks about handling disagreement and creating 

consensus by "eliciting what's naturally there" without "tainting" the 

substance. His neutrality comes from his ability to read the signs of 

disagreement through the voting tool and from his ability to run activities 

like "discussions" and "votes" without participating in the activities. He 

creates communication by focusing the discussion of the areas of 

disagreement, as indicated by the distribution of votes. By iterating the 

votes, he is able to guide the group through the real misunderstandings and 

disagreements they have rather than the petty quarreling that might emerge 

if they did not know what they already agreed to. 

The importance of the role of process knowledge, as it is embodied in 

the tools, techniques, and technologies, to neutrality cannot be overlooked. 

The independence of the process tools from both the facilitator and natural 
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activities, remove sources of biasing influence from the interventions. The 

process tools protect the intervention from arbitrary actions by facilitators 

caused by the quality of their intentions or by their limited capacity to 

attend to everything that happens in an intervention. The process tools 

protect the participants from actions that would otherwise subvert 

participative decision-making. The process tools embody good practices of 

intervention that enable facilitative intervention to live up to its 

commitments despite deficiencies in the setting or the participants. 
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CHAPTER 6 

TRANSPARENCY WORK 

A facilitator with over 25 years international facilitating experience explains what 
makes facilitation work: 

So at the end this one guy said, you know he said, 'Tve been going to these 
meetings for years," he said. He said, "I didn't even want to come to this one 
because 1 figured this organization is dead. Just because it's just too complex." 
And he says, "this is the best meeting. 1,1 cannot believe we got all this done in 
two days." And the point of the comment, he wasn't saying it to me he was saying 
it to the group because the process is fairly transparent. I mean you know you are 
using a set of methods. But where the real excitement comes, is when the group 
realizes that it can function as a group and make tough decisions, come up with 
innovative ideas, be creative you know do all these things and they really realize 
that they did it. So the, so the credit doesn't go to the facilitator. "Oh that was a 
fun meeting." "That was an entertaining meeting." I mean you know people will 
recognize that and say, "Well if we hadn't had a facilitator here it wouldn't've 
worked." People are cognizant of that but the process is fairly transparent. 
People. People. People realize that they're the ones that made it work and they're 
the ones that ought to get the credit because they did the work cause you know it's 
a good process. But if people don't own up people don't value it, you know, 
you're not going to get good stuff out of it. 

[What gives it that transparency?] 

It's, it's those, it's those participatory methods. I think that that people look back 
and say, "Now this great idea, where did it come from? It wasn't the facilitator 
because he didn't have any good ideas. All he did was say, 'put your ideas on 
cards'" Hehheh. And we do this process you know, and they'll say it came from 
several people, "We really worked together on that," and "We built a consensus 1 
didn't think it was possible," and "I didn't even know. It wasn't my idea" You 
know, a lot of them are saying that. Um. But, it was the way that we 
collaboratively thought and problem solved and creatively planned. So it's, it's 
the process and then the neutral stance, the objective stance of the facilitator that's 
eliciting the commitment of the group and the input of the group. 
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The facilitator's code, 'Sve make easy that which is difficult" by 

"managing the process" is realized in facilitation through the transparency 

work performed by facilitators. Transparency work is the action facilitators 

take to ensure that the participants focus on the problems they gather to 

solve rather than on the maintenance of the intervention event itself. 

Effective transparency work results in an event where participation comes 

across as direct and open and with little sense that anyone other than the 

participants is handling the communication. To be transparent is to be seen 

but unnoticed. It is through transparency work that a designed intervention, 

deploying a massive, complex technical apparatus to intervene among 

multiple, often competing, parties, becomes experienced as natural, 

collaborative, and democratic communication. 

Without a doubt, the most striking feature of computer supported 

facilitation during my field work is that these interventions work. 

Effectiveness and smoothness vary but by and large the facilitators always 

pull off the event. The actions and tools of facilitation are obviously present 

during intervention. These materials, however, are easily taken for granted 
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by participants who become caught up in their collective choice through the 

very actions and tools they take for granted. This is not to say that 

misunderstandings, disagreements, conflicts, and technophobia do not 

happen since these are standard problems for the conduct of collaborative 

work. It is the facilitator's job, however, to normalize, routinize, and 

otherwise make these problems disappear. To make the point we only need 

consider the history of the field. It is a testament to transparency work. The 

members have toiled long and hard to construct techniques, tools, and 

justifications to overcome just the sort of problems that threaten the 

achievement of non-authoritative intervention. Even though meeting rooms 

and groupware systems are relatively exotic environments circa the mid-

1990s, computer supported facilitators are able to deliver non-authoritative 

intervention with groupware tools. This chapter will describe the situated 

achievement of neutral intervention by looking at the transparency work in 

computer supported facilitation. 

The transparency of an intervention is not an automatic achievement 

despite the power of the tools and techniques employed by computer 



231 

supported facilitators to overcome the problems of meeting. Delivering 

interventions that do not interfere with the intellectual work of a collective 

can become complicated by the very circumstances that create the need for 

intervention. Three cases from the field will be developed in this chapter to 

describe the situated practices of computer supported facilitators 

constructing intellectual workspaces through transparency work. It will be 

shown how the numerous practical difficulties associated with carrying out 

a computer supported communication event is resolved through 

transparency work. 

Preplanning 

A practical intervention problem is designing the intervention to 

solve problems-of-meeting so that good choices occur without interference 

from the intervention. Facilitators work with the meeting owner to prepare 

the electronic meeting space in "preplanning" sessions to design meetings. 

The purpose of preplanning is to lay the groundwork for a felicitous 

communication event. During preplanning, the facilitator and the meeting 

owner negotiate an agenda that outlines the topics for discussion and the 
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methods of discussion. "Mapping" is a facilitation practice in which the 

facilitator helps the meeting owner reconstruct the problem-of-meeting into 

a sequence of computer based interactions. The purpose is to bring about 

solutions to the problem of choice faced by the meeting participants. The 

facilitator acts like a design advisor or consultant to the meeting owner 

during the preplanning. The practice of mapping reconciles the available 

procedural solutions offered by the decision room with the social problems 

of meeting. The key artifact of mapping in the preplanning session is the 

meeting agenda. The participants only experience with mapping and 

preplanning is in the completed electronic meeting agenda that they follow 

in their meeting. The agenda, then, is an interface between problems of 

meeting and problems of choice that preserves the separation between the 

natural and intervention domains. 

The CFA Meeting Circumstances 

The goal of the CFA meeting, sponsored by a group of faculty at a 

local university to encourage local leaders in art education, is to develop 

recommendations for implementing national standards in arts education. 
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The meeting sponsors are paying the fees to obtain the electronic meeting 

room and the facilitation support for the meeting. This group of faculty 

owns the meeting and one member represents the faculty at the preplanning 

meeting. The faculty's representative sees himself and his colleagues as the 

agent of change for arts education in their local area. Towards this end, the 

meeting owner has invited 30 leaders from local arts educators and 

professionals who have a stake in arts education. The participants represent 

teachers in elementary, secondary, and higher education, various artistic 

specialties such as dance, theater, music, and visual arts, and administrators 

at the levels of elementary, secondary, and higher education. The meeting 

owners see the invited participants as stakeholders in shaping the 

implementation of the national standards for arts education in their state. 

The meeting, to be planned by the facilitator and the meeting owner, is 

intended to produce a document representing the views of the invited 

participants about implementing national arts education standards in their 

state. The document will be taken to a state-wide meeting by the meeting 

owner as a way to get the concerns of the CPA group represented on the 



234 

State-wide agenda. The meeting owner sees the facilitated meeting as an 

opportunity to fiirther organize the local arts community so that future 

action, regarding issues related to arts education, is made in concert. At a 

minimum, the sponsoring faculty would like to see the local arts community 

develop strategies to handle the most pressing obstacles to arts education in 

their area of the state. 

The fate of the meeting, as the meeting owner sees it, rests in the 

participants realizing their collective interests relative to the implementation 

of national education standards. The participants, however, do not 

necessarily share the same interests. There are fiilly expressed and latent 

divisions that exist between administrators and teachers, artists and 

teachers, certified teachers and private educators, university educators and 

non-university educators. And there is division among those who want the 

national standards and those who do not and amongst artists of various art 

forms. Many of the participants are at least minimally acquainted with each 

other. It is this personal knowledge that carries the seeds for both 

cooperation and conflict. 
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The Agenda 

An agenda is an agreement between the facilitator and the meeting 

owner about the conduct and outcome of the meeting. The design of the 

meeting plan, agreed to by the meeting owner and the facilitator in the CFA 

case, should produce a consensually prioritized list of obstacles and 

strategies for overcoming those obstacles. The facilitator and the meeting 

owner negotiated an agenda where they agreed that the participants would 

engage in two groupware activities. First, "what are the most important 

obstacles to implementing the national standards?" Second, "how can these 

obstacles be overcome?" They set a two hour time limit for the meeting. 

The minimum meeting outcome expected was a list of the five most 

important obstacles to implementing the national plan locally. The 

facilitator hoped to move the group to a point where they collectively 

developed strategies to overcome the obstacles. The meeting owner hoped 

the meeting would produce consensus among the participants as well as the 

Information about obstacles and strategies. 
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Meeting plans, as embodied in agendas, specify the kind of activity in 

which the participants will engage and the kind of information produced by 

the activity. The groupware activities are organized to either collect or 

refine information. In this case, idea organizer will collect the ideas and 

sentiments of the participants relative to the first question about obstacles. 

The facilitator also set up the voting tool as a means for reducing the 

obstacles to the five most important. The groupoutliner tool will handle the 

second phase of the meeting. The obstacles identified in the first phase of 

the meeting will be displayed on an electronic outline. The participants 

would then contribute their solutions to each obstacle on the outline. Later 

in the meeting, time permitting, the participants would form small groups to 

create a strategy for each obstacle firom the ideas contributed by each 

individual earlier in the meeting. 

The agenda is important because it outlines the flow of facilitation 

activities and how those activities are supposed to transform messages into 

decisions, consensus, plans, findings, or whatever meeting outcome is 

expected. The purpose of the CFA meeting design is to encourage 
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cooperation and foster consensus among the participants by optimizing 

direct communication. Collaborative, client centered design features are 

reflected in the meeting design. First, the participants' messages about the 

problem are gathered. Second, those messages are transformed into the 

topics that will guide subsequent discussion about solving the problem. 

Third, the participants summarize their collection of messages into a set of 

solutions for the problem they will solve. The agenda, in this case and in 

general, reveals how the facilitator maintains transparency. The facilitator 

attempts to create as much group self-direction over the substance of the 

meeting as possible by only asking questions, collecting messages, and 

moving messages to new activities. 

Mapping 

The agenda is a product of the preplanning meeting where the 

facilitator and meeting owner negotiate the conduct and goals of the 

intervention. Mapping is a facilitation practice. It is the artful fitting of 

groupware tools and facilitation techniques onto the meeting owner's 

problem-of-choice in order to manage the problems-of-meeting. It is 
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through mapping in the preplanning meeting that designs become means for 

turning mere talk into communication. Mapping is most readily visible in 

preplanning and agendas. The agenda for the CFA meeting is the product 

of the preplanning meeting analyzed below. 

The following preplanning session is taken from field notes. It 

unfolds in three phases. First, in turns 01-16 the facilitator (Aksel) and 

meeting owner (Art) develops an initial meeting plan. Second, in turns 17-

29 they develop a different meeting plan that better fits the meeting owner's 

representation of the situation. Third, in the remaining turns they work out 

meeting design details relevant to creating consensus. These phases are not 

necessarily typical of preplanning since preplanning does not follow a 

necessary sequence and since no formal protocol for preplanning exists. 

Preplanning is typically organized around the identification of meeting 

goals, meeting obstacles, desired interaction formats, and desired 

information outcomes. The preplanning interaction is an exchange of the 

meeting owner's reasons, goals, and desires with the meeting facilitator's 
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explanation of techniques and methods for dealing with the problems of 

meeting. In this way, the following preplanning activity is typical. 

Determining the Purpose (Turns 01-06) 

Data Display 6.1.1 (100594.cfa.m.2) 

((Aksel is the facilitator. Art is the meeting owner, and Maria is the meeting 
owner's assistant. Paraphrases of what each participant said during the meeting 
are numbered. Replacement terms, to protect identities, are italicized and 
bracketed by one parenthesis. Further observations of the setting are italicized 
and bracketed by double parenthesis.)) 

{{The meeting owner and his understudy arrived at the decision center shortly 
after 9:00 a.m. The facilitator showed them to a conference room. After initial 
greetings, the facilitator's first move was to ask "what deliverable do you want?" 
thus focusing the discussion on the meeting owner's goals.)) 

01 Aksel: What kind of deliverable would you like to have? 

{(The facilitator reaches for his pen and adjusts his notepads to 
take notes.)) 

02 Art: It's given. Agree/approve standards for arts education in k-12. 
Implementing, accomplishing the standards in the document. On 
10/13 invite arts and education—that's lower case a & e—becaiose 
there are certified teachers, elementary, high school, the local 
symphony; the state theater company, performers such as theater 
and dance groups, a citizens group, and superintendents. {{These 
are the groups Art has asked to come to the meeting that he and 
Aksel are currently preplanning.)) 

03 Aksel: What do you believe are the obstacles? How many standards are 
there? 

{{Maria holds the document up for Aksel to see. It is a book about 
I" thick that contains the national standards to be implemented. 
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Everyone chuckles softly in recognition of the daunting task the 
book of standards represents.)) 

04 Art: {{Art speaks deliberately. His hands add emphasis to his points. 
He leans back in a slight slouch in his chair.)) The book has been 
ordered for those attending. The book is a common frame of 
reference. Our first goal is to identify improvements for delivery 
of Arts education in (the local community.) We are agents of 
change in the College of Fine Arts. We want to get these people in 
a room to talk together. ((Aksel and Art look at each other while 
Maria takes notes on the discussion. About 25 minutes has passed 
since everyone arrived)) We also want to find strategies most 
useful to eliminating barriers for the 5,4, or 7 top ranked priorities. 
More generally, we want a rank order of the obstacles and how to 
remove those obstacles. 

05 Aksel: You are asking me a question? 

06 Art: In its most simple form that's what we are about. 

During the first six turns, the meeting owner represents the problem 

of choice for the invited participants as approving standards for arts 

education. The facilitator orients towards the meeting problem of choice as 

presented by the meeting owner. The distinction between domains of 

appropriate action is first noticeable in turn 04. Whien the meeting owner 

shifts from representing the choice to emphasizing the meeting strategy, the 

facilitator ironically points out whether the meeting owner has asked a 

question or told the facilitator what to do about handling the problem of 
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meeting. The facilitator draws attention to meeting owner's slippage into 

the facilitator's mapping practice. 

Seeking procedural Improvement (Turns 07-16^ 

The facilitator turns the meeting focus toward assessing the problem 

of meeting. During this phase, the meeting owner agrees to a meeting 

design that will guide participants to comment on standards 

implementation. In particular, the perspectives of the four major viewpoints 

represented by the participants will be drawn out by the meeting design. 

The facilitator continues suggesting how to structure the meeting discussion 

and the use of electronic tools. 

Data Display 6.1.2 (100594.cfa.m.2) 

07 Aksel: We can ask what obstacle—you'll get information but in a broad 
sense. Standards was a good question. Another way—what 
obstacles do you believe are in these categories? 

08 Art: I'm interested in your advice. The background of one participants 
art form will be a heavy influence on the individual. Maria for 
instance is music and dance. 

09 Aksel: We'll talk and find out their needs. 

10 Art: Maria what's your perception—four areas versus global. 
11 Maria: It would be nice to do both. Public schools to begin then 

12 Aksel: If we choose the four, it would be in outline form. ((^4 gets up 
and goes to the white board. He draws an outline representing the 
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four questions on the white board.)) We can have them do these 
questions all at once or close them off in particular ways. How 
many participants will there be? 

13 Art: We hope as many as 30. 

14 Aksel: If we use this tool (groupoutliner) it's more conversational as 
opposed to brainstorming. {{Aksel begins to explain how the 
brainstorming tool creates a different kind of interaction than 
groupoutliner. As he begins his description comparing the 
brainstorm tool to the exchange of blank pieces of paper Art 
intemqjts and reminds Aksel that he has used the decision room 
before.)) In this tool (groupoutliner) you can have conversation. 
So, what information do you want? A huge brain dimip or a 
conversation? These are two types of interaction we can have. 

15 Art: I don't think we want the brain dump. 

16 Maria: I ^ree. {{She quietly confers with Art and they both laugh as 
though they were talking about a person but do not want others to 
overhear.)) 

In turn 07, the facilitator explains two approaches to the meeting. 

First, the facilitator could request the group as a whole to identify obstacles 

to the implementation. Second, the facilitator could request the group to 

identify obstacles relative to the four different sub-groups the meeting 

owner identified. In turns 8-10, concerns about the effect of participant 

background differences is raised by the meeting owner. The facilitator turns 

the concern into a strategy to deploy at the time of the meeting. In turn 12, 

the facilitator diagrams the strategy and highlights the strategic choice. In 
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turn 14, the facilitator elaborates the choice in terms of the quality of the 

interaction and the type of output that will result. The choice is between a 

"conversation" or "brain dump." The meeting owner and his assistant agree 

to the conversational mode. There is little discussion about the difference 

between a "conversation" and a "brain dump." At the time, however, it 

appeared that the meeting owner and the assistant worried that the brain 

dump may result in uncontrolled venting of fiiistration by the meeting 

participants. 

Without mentioning groupware tools by name in the first 16 turns, the 

facilitator establishes the problem of choice in terms of electronic meeting 

activities. This is most apparent in turn 12 and 14 where the facilitator talks 

about tools, uses a metaphor for describing electronic interaction, and gives 

the participants a choice of interaction formats. Talking about activities 

instead of tools is the facilitator's first step in mapping the choice problems. 

Matching procedures and goals: Is informing enough? (Turns 17-29) 

The participants adjust the emerging meeting plan to other demands 

of the upcoming event. The discussion focuses on obstacles to consensus in 
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turn 17 and 19. The discussion of these problems raises concerns about the 

meeting objective in 20-23 which in turn precipitates a change in the overall 

meeting plan in 21-28. Mapping clarifies the structure of action intended 

for a meeting. By discussing what participants will do and why they will do 

it, the facilitator and the meeting owner realize the design choices they are 

making. 

Data Display 6.1.3 (100594.cfa.m.2) 

17 Art: We are inforaied, but can we come to consensus? The work will 
be bringing together art, dance, and theater arts. I believe some 
similarity exists—there are different situations for art/music versus 
theater/dance. Art and music is part of the school curriciilimi. 

18 Aksei: I think we agreed on the first part of the process. Two questions 
for 15 minutes then 2 questions for 15 minutes then ail questions 
for 15 minutes. 

19 Art: How does the number of people affect? We have 15 
responses/acceptances. 

20Aksel: We can adapt that evening. To ensure opportunity to comment on 
each one then their favorite one. 

21 Art: Your idea. Timis to Maria. Arts education in general, then the four. 
What if we open it to everyone focusing on four individual—theater 
arts, education—obstacles just throwing it out for discussion. 

22 Aksel: Problem is the group sees things in parts not together. If you don't 
do anything with the information at that point—there's a time 
element. Need to identify something to do with that info. 
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23 Art: Our hope—having interaction with others who have never before— 
is to develop consensus on steps we need to take collectively. 
Whatever we do early on the hope at the end is that we come to 
consensus so that we can continue to meet about common interests 
and concerns and decide whatever to do. 

24 Aksel: I may have been in error about having 4 pieces and then getting 
obstacles for each area. You are looking for barriers to whole 
standards in general—get some broad obstacles to standards. 

25 Art: I'd hope for that. 

26 Aksel: We could take those categories out. 

27 Art: I've seen you do this before where you go to categories and let 
them come off the screen by the computer. 

28 Aksel: There are 2 ways to do this as he pauses to write on the board. 
One, have the group define obstacles in 50 characters or less—like 
labels on a file folder. They then define. They can then evaluate 
the standard and develop strategies for each of those. The benefit 
is that you get some very structured conversation. Obstacle is that 
it's a brief format limited to 50 characters. So, 29 ideas generated 
and subimits, remove redundancy by paring down the list of ideas 
without interaction on what people think these are. The highest 
ranking item 

29 Art: A ballpark of about 5 {obstacles) 

The facilitator and the meeting owner, in 23-28, change the design of 

the meeting. They decide that the participants will identify a common set of 

obstacles to the implementation of national standards. The revised design 

requires that participants come to consensus on the most important 

obstacles before participating in any in-depth discussion of the obstacles. 
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The new design differs from the original plan that optimized the elaboration 

of existing differences in point of view. 

The facilitator, in this case, formulates the group's interaction 

problem as overcoming-differences rather than promoting-differences. The 

facilitator, in this case, reconstructs the meeting owner's goal as a twofold 

goal. First, to gather information about obstacles to implementation and 

strategies to handle obstacles. Second, to build consensus among a diverse 

set of interests. The new design, called the "structured conversation," 

frames the participants' discussion with discussion categories produced by 

the participants. The entire group determines the obstacles and then 

generates strategies to handle these obstacles. The design of the structured 

conversation is to promote consensus and to avoid recreating the classes of 

viewpoints. The purpose of the new design is to create more data and to 

address the need for consensus amongst the participants. 

Purposeful Information and Consensus TTums 28 to 42) 

During the next segment of the meeting, the discussion focuses more 

sharply on the problem of achieving consensus. In particular, the facilitator 
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addresses the choice problem by focusing on meeting outputs and methods 

for interaction. The facilitator focuses on process by addressing the choice-

problem in terms of meeting problems. The facilitator delivers on the 

purpose by assessing the design relative to its intended outcome. 

Data Display 6.1.4 (100594.cfa.in.2) 

28 Aksel: Who uses the infonnation, a committee? You? 

29 Art: Currently we are an infonned network. We meet in brown bag 
lunches. We'd like to make it a full fledged collaborative effort. I 
work in college of fine arts getting collaboration of arts educators. 
There will be a meeting where an arts education agenda for (the 
^/are'5)education takes place. We want to take with it an agenda 
for {our city). That meeting is for advising on the delivery and 
assessment of arts education. Our information that we bring needs 
to be about processes to move forward an agenda for arts 
education. 

30 Aksel: We could use polling (a groupware tool). Getting a list down to 
five and not suggest a ranking. We could use yes/no (a version of 
a groupware voting tool). This has been successfiil as long as 
everyone agrees to the voting rules. We can look for 80% or above 
agreement maybe 70 or 75% depending on the room. Let me 
explain the voting rules. Hopefully a couple items (on the list of 
obstacles) get 80% (agreement to remain on the list) and some go 
to 50% or below (in order to be taken off the list). What would say 
80% be... that's a hammer with 30 {participants). What would 
work for this group? 

31 Art: Not sure, need to use your expertise. I don't want it to be so diffuse 
so we scramble at the end of the meeting. What is your gut level 
hunch. 

32 Aksel: I used it with a group with tremendous conflict. In face to face 
meetings they could never get 80% to come up, but 80% came up 
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for three items (in the that facilitated meeting). Then they focused 
on the level of agreement they had and let the differences pan out. 
75% is par— 

33 Maria; What's your hunch? I thought the committee would but not so sure 
about agencies. I talked to some. The high number would be 
better for the directors. 

34 Aksel: We can try sitting here but its hard to predict. 

35 Art: Get us to 5 obstacles. 

36 Maria: This sounds really good. One of the participants mentioned 
whether or not we would get to strategies. 

37 Art: not a vent your frustration session. 

38 Aksel: In 2 hours I don't think it can happen. You may want to follow up 
the possible things that can happen to the data. 

Someone opened the door saying he thought he had a 10:00 
meeting in the room then he left. His name was Adam. 

39 Aksel: Looking for strategies/5 obstacles. What format to suggest. Some 
will have expertise they will feel comfortable in certain categories. 
The interactive tool -- the best strategies come when there is 
criticism. {(The facilitator tells a story to support his point about 
the need for criticism to get good ideas)). This will work. If it 
goes smoothly, we can break out strategies I'll work to do that 
After this step-can put people into small groups that are strategy 
like—synthesize in their own words in a paragraph. Then give this 
back to the group to comment on the strategy structure. 

40 Art: If we can get there—that sounds good. 

41 Aksel: We can—it sounds possible. 

42 Art: Part of the unwritten agenda is to get all the people in the same 
room. 
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The facilitator treats the meeting owner's concern about achieving 

consensus with the technologies and techniques the facilitator can bring to 

bear on the problem. In 29, the meeting owner describes the collaborations 

in which the invited participants will engage. The meeting owner explains 

how he would like to see the current collaborations become a "Ml fledged" 

effort. The facilitator remains neutral by neither taking issue with the 

meeting owner's goals nor inviting an elaboration of the meeting owner's 

goals. The facilitator focuses on how to manage the meeting to achieve the 

outcomes desired by the meeting owner. The facilitator attends to matching 

the appropriate groupware tool to the demands of the intervention. For 

instance, the discussion about voting rules is about both consensus and tool 

usage. The facilitator treats consensus as a problem of establishing the 

appropriate voting rule, A voting rule could help the group move toward 

consensus by highlighting agreeable points and glossing over disagreeable 

points. However, the rule formulates the problem of meeting into 

something solvable by an available groupware tool. The meeting owner 

and his assistant leave the answer to the facilitator when he requests only 
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that the group agree to five obstacles. The meeting continues and finally 

ends with discussion about methods for closure activities and some 

logistical arrangements like parking. 

Mapping. Preplanning, and Transparency Work 

Mapping is a key practice and the preplanning meeting is a 

significant event in doing transparency work. The practice of mapping and 

in the conduct of the preplanning meetings enables facilitator neutrality. 

Preplanning and mapping allow the facilitator to efficiently create a relevant 

intervention. Constructing an agenda through mapping enables the 

facilitator to do process work. The facilitator selects aspects of the problem 

specific to the role. Facilitators do this by focusing on design issues such as 

the production of relevant information for the choice problem or 

questioning whether the design activities will produce the right kind of 

communication. The facilitator has to design a meeting that is possible to 

achieve. The tools in the electronic meeting space both enable and 

constrain the facilitators meeting design. 



251 

Facilitators try to anticipate the potential and likely problems that 

could arise during the facilitated meeting in order to anticipate and plan for 

how to deal with those problems. The purpose is to design a meeting that 

will deliver on the purpose given by the meeting owner. 

Mapping is the translation of the meeting owner's representation of 

the problem into a designed event intended to produce particular kinds of 

outcomes. The essence of mapping is sorting out the meeting owners' goals, 

the obstacles to those goals, and finding the best methods to achieve the 

goals. If the facilitator conducts effective preplanning, then the facilitator 

will know what forms of interaction to create in the meeting and the 

relevant information to produce. The practice of mapping in the 

preplanning transforms the choices into a set of meeting problems that the 

meeting is designed to overcome. The facilitator seeks information firom 

the meeting owner that will help him validate or reconsider the meeting 

design the meeting owner has in mind. Towards this end, the facilitator 

continually works to construct a set of objectives for the intervention out of 

the meeting owner's understanding and concerns about the meeting. The 



252 

meeting objectives help the facilitator specify design choices and determine 

the purpose that will define the overall meeting. The intervention methods 

become intimately tied to the purpose constructed for the meeting during 

preplanning. 

The agenda ultimately reflects meeting design choices in the way it 

integrates the groupware tools and the questions that fi:ame the participant 

activities. The agenda is the only access participants have to mapping that 

occurs in preplanning. Working out the agenda in advance aids the 

transparency of the intervention since many of the procedural choices will 

be ready made for the participants and therefore demand little attention. 

Facilitators typically present the agenda to the group at the start of the 

meeting and ask the participants to approve it. This serves to ratify the 

meeting design made in the preplanning. The agenda stands as created 

during preplanning unless there are necessary adjustments. 

Message Management 

In conducting an electronic meeting, facilitators work with the 

meeting participants and meeting owner to carry out the meeting plan as it 
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appears in the agenda. The practical problem for the facilitator is to 

encourage participation in a procedure that may be alien, and even 

disagreeable, to the participants ordinary ways of conmiunicating. The 

facilitator must orchestrate the talk in the meeting into communication even 

though event itself works against the naturalness of the communication. 

Facilitators conduct meetings by guiding the group through a series of 

groupware and non-groupware activities outlined in the agenda. 

Conducting a meeting extends the mapping practice into the communicative 

interaction of the participants. To handle the practical problems of 

conducting a meeting, facilitators orchestrate the event to encourage 

appropriate message production and reception. The facilitator manages 

message production and reception by rendering the technical system 

sensible to the participants through "tool talk" and rendering the 

participants sensible to the technical system through "running the tools." 

These practices of message management turn ordinary talk into 

communication in the electronic meeting environment. 
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The Development case illustrates how facilitators manage messages 

in meetings through the practices of "tool talk" and "ruiming the tools." 

Two practices do transparency work by keeping the group focused on 

solving the choices to be made. 

The Circumstances of the Meeting 

In the Development case, a network of professionals within a larger 

umbrella organization attempt to develop a strategic plan that reconciles the 

diverse interests of the group's members without imposing demands that 

threatened each member's regular role within their larger organization. The 

Development group is a loose coalition of faculty members interested in 

creating shared resources and a network of collaborators who will promote 

faculty development throughout their university. Membership in the group 

is "virtual" (see Stephenson, 1990) in that the members have organized 

themselves to provide support for their individual projects. The virtual 

group provides a rationale and direction for their individual work as well as 

access to resources and contacts to enable their individual work. It is a 

group that exists outside normal channels but convenes itself in the best 
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interest of the larger organization's members. The voluntary nature of the 

group, the need for members to maintain autonomy over their work, and the 

semi-ofGcial status of the group creates a peculiar set of circumstances 

surrounding the facilitative intervention on the group's strategic planning. 

The kind of meeting problems likely to arise in the Development case 

revolves around the voluntary membership of each member. Essentially, 

the strategic plan can not alienate individual members' interests yet the 

strategic plan had to result in a coherent rationale and direction for the 

network to pursue over a long time. A rationale that would help the group 

increase its legitimacy and effectiveness within the organization. 

The actual facilitative intervention in the Development case was 

minimal. Describing this style is instructive about the typical practices of 

facilitative intervention under rather ordinary, non-stressful conditions. The 

group created a set of questions about the direction of their organization. 

The meeting owner and facilitator used the questions to guide the 

preplanning session.'^ The preplaiming for the electronic meeting occurred 

The following is an e-mail message sent by the meeting owner to the facilitator. 
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through telephone calls and e-mail exchanges between the facilitator and the 

meeting co-owners. The facilitator and the meeting owner, with input from 

the group, negotiated a meeting agenda intended to help the group develop 

Date: Tue, 05 Dec 1995 08:39:35 -0700 (MST) 
From: Jean <MeetingOwnerI@BIG.UNIVERSITY.EDU> 
Subject: questions 
To: facilitator@decision.service 
MIME-version: 1.0 
Content-transfer-encoding: 7BIT 

These were generated in a Faculty Development meeting. Hope you/we can 
stream line 'em into useful topics. I have not really studied these at all so... 

See you tomorrow. 
Jean 

How do we find out what faculty really want from symposia, etc. 
How can we find support/recognition for participation in faculty development? 
What alternatives to monetary rewards would promote participation in faculty 
development? 
What would constitute minimum knowledge/skills/experiences for faculty who 
complete a basic development program? 
How do we convey the vision that faculty development is critical to everyone's 
career? 
What are the implications of faculty development for staff development? 
What role can the Faculty Development Team play in advising/mentoring 
projects? 
What structure can we develop that will advance advising/mentoring? 
Who should be a mentor? 
How can we (can we) train faculty to be mentors? 
How can we handle undecided students in an advising/mentoring program? 
What legal considerations arise when faculty advise/mentor? 
What information should go into a first report on Faculty Development progress? 

mailto:MeetingOwnerI@BIG.UNIVERSITY.EDU


strategic directions.^'* The questions created by the group before the 

preplanning became the basis for the meeting design. The intellectual 
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The following agenda was mapped by the facilitator from the questions forwarded to 
him Ly the meeting co-owner. Basically, the facilitator organized the list of questions 
created by the members of Development into a six discussion items on the agenda. The 
agenda, created by the facilitator, was forwarded to the meeting owner who approved it 
and then sent it to the group's listserv so they could prepare for the meeting. 

Development Meeting Agenda 

Date: Fri, 08 Dec 1995 16:44:06 -0700 (MST) 
From: Jean<MeetingOwner@BIG.UNIVERSITY.EDU> 
Subject: posting to Development listserv 
To: facilitator@decision.service 
MIME-version: 1.0 
Content-transfer-encoding: 7BIT 

Team-

Here is the agenda for the meeting schedule for next Wednesday (12/13) in 
Speech and Hearing Sciences (old BP A) 309. The topics have been "built" 
around the questions we came up with earlier and will have more specific items 
within each for commenting. 

We begin at 8:00 a.m. Please be prompt so that we can get started on time. It will 
be a full two hours! 

— Jean 

*••• AGENDA: 

8:00 Overview of meeting 
Jean, Marty 

9:05 Sylvia Bandaras / Proposal for a spring 
symposium 

mailto:MeetingOwner@BIG.UNIVERSITY.EDU
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materials for the strategic planning come from the answers to the questions 

formulated by the group members. The facilitator's charge is to assist the 

group development of answers to the questions. 

The agenda establishes groundrules for the conduct of the electronic 

meeting. The agenda defines modes of activity and the substantive domains 

of discussions to shape the discussion towards the meeting objectives. The 

agenda represents a set of pragmatic premises towards which the 

participants and the facilitator orient in order to resolve ambiguities that 

arise in the conduct of the meeting. The agenda however does not speak for 

9:10 Computer-based discussion of six questions/topics 
1. Vision and objectives for faculty development program 
2. Composition of a basic development program 
3. Implications/Extension of faculty development onto staff and GTA 

development 
4. Advising/mentoring project issues 
5. Objectives/structure of first report on Faculty Development from this 

group 
6. Symposia topics, future projects, and concepts 

10:00 Sub-group work summarizing the discussion and producing 
recommendations in each topic area 

10:40 Final Computer-based discussion critiquing the work of the sub
groups 

11:00 Adjourn. 
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itself. The facilitator and the meeting participants must interpret and 

implement the agenda within the circumstances of the meeting. The 

facilitator makes the intervention sensible by adjusting people to the 

intervention and the intervention to the people. Tool-talk and running-the-

tools are two practices, that are the flip-side of each other, for 

accomplishing this sense-making. 

Tool talk: Rendering the Participants to the Intervention 

Much meeting management concern focuses on normalizing the 

technical environment of electronic meeting room so that it becomes part of 

the background rather than a preoccupation of the participants. The 

facilitator helps the participants adjust to the technological space in which 

they are meeting by helping them develop a sense "location" in the 

electronic meeting space. The facilitator will explain the agenda and the 

purpose of the activities in which the participants engage by using "tool 

talk." Tool talk is the ever expanding jargon of facilitation that labels 

objects and actions peculiar to the social domain of computer supported 

facilitation (see Hirsch, 1986; Morrill, 1991). Tool talk helps facilitators 
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and participants navigate the groupware environment by providing 

metaphors and euphemisms that help the participants understand how to 

make relevant contributions. Moreover, tool talk helps to outline the 

pragmatics of communication that will enable participants to produce 

effective messages in the electronic meeting environment. 

A transcript from the first part the Development meeting helps to 

illustrate how facilitators work to normalize the electronic meeting 

environment. The facilitator's introduction unfolds in two parts. First, the 

facilitator introduces the idea of an electronic conversation and the 

discussion topics. Second, the facilitator explains the basic techniques for 

participating in the electronic discussion. 

Computerized Conversation 

Data Display 6.4.1 (fac.dev.8.34) 

1. Facil: Is there anybody here that hasn't used one of our meeting facilities 
before? And is brand new to it? So what we're doing is setting up to have 
conversation on the computer, by typing, it is going to let everybody talk at the 
same time, and we will step you through it and make sure everything is 
comfortable and makes sense as we work through it. And, some people here are 
fairly regular and have done this a lot. Some people may have just done it once or 
twice and everybody should get feedback very quickly out of it. What I have on 
the front screen are the equivalent of 6 manila folders that basically that will be 
open folders, and you will have discussions with each other, those folders go to 
other manila folders, and you can have 6 conversations going at once. I want to 
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show you how I set it up and it just verbally if anybody wants to suggest a 
different subquestion or probing question we'll add it in there to make sure that 
we are talking about what you want to talk about. The first folder is visions and 
objectives for faculty development. 

2. PI: Can you focus that? 
3. PI: excuse me, focus that. 
4. Facil: Focus the screen? 
5. PI: It is not readable. 

6. Facil: I don't think I can get the screen more focused. ((Others Join in making 
suggestions to PI)). Why don't I just put this out on your machine. 

7. ((There is a 15 second pause in the facilitators opening presentation while he 
starts up the groupware tool the participants will be using during the initial part 
of the meeting.)) 

8. Facil: Alright, this should be coming around to your computers in a moment, 
so you won't have to focus on the firont screen. ((There is a 3 second pause while 
the facilitator moves awqy from the facilitation station towards a participant 
station in the first row. He checks to see if the activity he started on his station is 
appearing on the others)). The first folder is called "vision and objectives for 
faculty development" In that folder, if you press the enter key, you'll step into 
the folder you'll see that the probing questions I set up are basically "Why does 
this group exist?", "What do you see as the vision for this group?", "What do you 
see as the vision for faculty development, and how can we convey that vision?" 
Um, there's an assumption how can we convey the vision that faculty 
development is critical to everyone's career, the assumption is that it is in fact 
critical to everyone's career. "What would constitute minimum knowledge skills 
experience for faculty who complete the basic development program." So this 
sort of an overarching question "Who are we as a group?", "Why are we here?", 
"What are we trying to do?" So, it allows you to have that conversation. If you 
press the escape key, it will take you back to the set of 6 folders. The second 
folder "composition of a basic development program." The probing questions 
here we are looking at "What's the structure of a faculty development program, in 
your mind?", "How can we find support and recognition for participation of 
faculty development?", "How can we get people to participate, what can we do 
for them?" "What alternatives to monetary rewards would promote participation?" 
So, "how do we get people involved in the program?" What I don't have here, 
Jean and Carol ((the meeting co-owners)), is I don't have the question what 
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specifically the question, what should consist of. Should we add that in as a 
probing question as well? 

9. Meeting Sponsor: It wouldn't hurt 

10. Facil: Once I step through these verbally I'll go back and add that in. Third 
folder, sections of the faculty development, staff and GTA's. {{Some noticeable 
talkfrom the back of the decision room begins)). The question that came out of 
the previous meeting "What are the implications of facul^ development for staff 
development?" And we extended that to both 

11.  {{The talk in the background g^ows louder at  which point  the faci l i tator s tops 
talking and begins to scan the room for the origins of the overlapping talk He 
pauses for six seconds while he looks andfinds the source of the interruption. 
The background talk is between two people in the backrow helping each other 
figure out how to move from discussion folder to discussion folder. They continue 
talking and the facilitator picks up where he left off?)) 

12. Facil: Extended that to both staff and GTA's. So if there is a faculty 
development program how does it impact staff, should there be a staff 
development program, how does that impact GTA's, and how should GTA's be 
involved in the program if at all. Ahh, then a whole set of questions on advising 
and mentoring. Umm, these come out of your previous meeting, where all the 
faculty development team can play. Structure to advanced advising mentoring, 
who should be a mentor, how do we train faculty to be mentors, and so forth. 
Uhh, Fifth folder is where we can go next, where we might go next, what spring 
semester activities might we consider, what should our spring semester report 
consist of, the the end report of this team for spring semseter. And last symposia 
topics, would the faculty really want to get out of symposia, what might a spring 
symposia consist of, so that is what I have, I have it structured. 

13. PI: That one question, could everybody go back to where we can go next. 
That one that says "What do we want our spring semester report to consist of?" 
The question I brought up was actually, the partnership is preparing a report on 
what has been done so far. "What issues would you like to go into the report 
that's due before Christmas?" So we don't miss any points that are critical to you, 
so it wasn't spring it was it was now. 
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14. Facil: Oh, I'm sorry. {{There is a 9 second pause in the talk while the 
facilitator begins typing in the changes at the facilitator station and sending the 
change out to the participant workstations.)) All right 

15. P1; Oh, and Bill handed out his paper, which has a summary of the points in 
there. So if, after, {{The speaker notices Bill getting up to hand out his paper.)) 
Bill didn't hand out his paper, so if there is something that you think of later, after 
you have looked over his paper that you definitely want highlighted in the report 
or the executive simmiary, whatever then you can put it on the listserv. And the 
members of the partnership can take a look at that. 

The facilitator's comments and actions in the introduction reflect the 

non-authoritative mode of intervention espoused by computer supported 

facilitation. This case is typical in the way the facilitator expresses an 

interest in maintaining client control over choices by inviting and allowing 

the participants to correct and adjust the questions asked. The facilitator 

also emphasizes the participants' ability to create open, non-coerced 

communication with the electronic meeting tools. In turn 01, the facilitator 

emphasizes that computer conversation allows everyone to talk at once. 

The facilitator uses a "manila folders" metaphor to define the conversational 

space. This means that what people type in at their terminals~"taik"~will 

be their "conversation." It will take place via the groupware in folders 

organized around the topics the facilitator found in the questions the group 

had given to him. In 07-10, the facilitator previews the topics and the 



264 

questions to establish the grounds for relevant contributions to that topic. 

In turns, II-12, the facilitator adjusts one of the questions when a 

participant makes the request. 

The first part of the facilitator's introduction uses tool talk to 

conceptualize the conversational space. In the next part of the introduction 

the facilitator engages in more tool talk that specifies how to communicate 

in the computerized conversation. The instructions given by the facilitator 

emphasize how the participants can have open and direct communication 

with each other by emphasizing anonymity and the purpose of the 

upcoming agenda activities. 

Taking a turn in a Computerized Conversation 

Data Display 6.4.2 (fac.dev.8.34) 

Facil: Alright, let me get you all started talking with each other, in this 
environment. For some of you this is review, but I will step through it for 
anybody who hasn't done this, or simply just hasn't done it for awhile and doesn't 
recall. By pressing the enter key you move into any one of the 6 folders. You 
can use the up and down arrow keys to highlight, a given folder. The enter key 
will open that folder and let you step inside of it When you open the folder in the 
blue screen, you see the blue window, you see all the information that's already in 
the folder. And, I've just started you with some of the probing questions. 
Nobody else has written anything yet in the folder. In the black window is where 
you will type your own comments. If you just start typing it will automatically go 
into the black window. After you've typed your thought, your idea, your answer 
to one of the question, or your remarks or responses to somebody elses comments 
you simply press the f3 key. The function three key at the top of your keyboard. 
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The f3 key will submit your comments so the whole group can read them, in the 
blue window, and it will also close the folder and take you back to that shelf of 6 
folders. That's That's basically all there is to it, you open the window again by 
pressing the enter key. If you want to close the folder without adding a comment 
the escape key will close the folder without adding a comment. There is a lot 
more you can do, but that is enough to get you started. One other thing that you 
will begin to notice right away is that people put in comments, is every comment 
has a number attached to it. At the end of each comment will be a nimiber, that 
nimiber doesn't identify, everything you're going to say will be anonymous, that 
number doesn't identify you in any way, what it does is just tags a sequential 
nimiber to each comment. It is put on the comment to make it easier to have a 
conversation. So you can say, "comment number three could you explain what 
you mean about the program in more detail?" Comment number four I disagree 
with you, but here is why I disagree with you. So it lets you have a conversation, 
back and forth, even though it is anonymous. That's basically what is involved. 
So we can we can give it a try and see how this goes. My intention for the 
morning is for a three part meeting, that this be the first part, we take about 45 
minutes or so to have these six conversations. Then what we do is break down 
into teams of two or three people and each team will take one of the folders, and 
look at in detail what is in that folder, simimarize the thoughts, feelings of the 
group, in that folder and create a summary statement Basically look at how the 
group answered the questions and write an answer. And then the last thing we do 
is we let the group comment on the simimaries or the answers that each of the 
subgroups make. So that is how I see the next two hours occurring. I'll just leave 
this going and we'll see where the conversation leads us. 

The facilitator explains the function of various keys and windows that 

are present at each workstation. Each term is given a specific meaning 

relative to participating in the computerized conversation. For instance, the 

"windows" on a screen represent different conversational spaces (for 

example, folders). The "arrow keys" and the "enter key" allow the 

participant to move through the topics and comments contributed by the 
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participants to tiie group discussion. The "F3" key allows the participant to 

make a contribution to the group discussion. The "esc" allows a participant 

to take back a comment before they contribute it to the group discussion. 

Placement in the folder and references to comments or the comment's 

number creates relevance. To build cohesion and responsiveness, 

participants track the group's computerized conversation by referring to the 

topic, to prior comments, and to the comment number. This tool talk 

emphasizes the individual's ability to control participation. 

Running the Tools: Rendering the Intervention to the Participants 

Running the tools is the aspect of meeting management where the 

facilitator makes the participants' contributions sensible to the technical 

system and the meeting design. For the intervention to be smooth, the 

facilitator determines how to make participant actions fit the intervention 

apparatus. The facilitator anticipates the participants likely actions so tool 

use is appropriate (or a novel adaptation) to the meeting goals. In many 

respects, running-the-tools is rather mundane activity that consists of efforts 

to start and stop activities, to keep track of time, to make sure all the 
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participants' workstations have access to the right activity and information, 

and to move the content of one activity into another activity. Running the 

tools is like intellectual maintenance work. It is, however, a primary reason 

to invite facilitative intervention. It helps meetings progress because it 

makes meeting easier. The facilitator takes the pressure off participants by 

running-the-tools. 

The facilitator controls the primary formats for message exchange 

through the groupware settings. Participants only see the aspects of the 

software interface that the facilitator allows. Many of these controls can be 

given over to the participants. The facilitator uses screens where various 

features of the groupware tools are toggled off or on to create particular 

message exchange formats. 

In the Development case the facilitator used the group outliner tool to 

set-up six discussion categories. Each category was given name and 

descriptive text that included questions created by the participants. An 

example of one discussion category appears below. It is roughly how the 

participants would see it. 



Data Segment 6.5 
Electronic Meeting Transcript (fcd.go.l) 

(1) 
Vision and objectives for faculty development 

What is our vision for a faculty development program? 
How do we convey the vision that faculty development is critical 
to everyone's career? 
What would constitute minimum knowledge/skills/experience for 
faculty who complete a basic development program? 
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The participants see at their workstation screens which allow them to select 

the category to which they will add comments. Once they read the 

comments in that category they enter their comments or move to another 

category .. During this time the facilitator monitors activity in the room. The 

facilitator moves around and answers questions, watches the facilitator 

station screens to observe how the participants are contributing to various 

aspects of the meeting. The facilitator regulates the production and 

reception of messages in the meeting by reminding participants about the 

meeting's purpose, the questions they are answering, and how enter their 

messages into the system. 
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The most visible monitoring work occurs when the facilitator 

interacts with individual participants at their workstations to help them 

participate. The following exchange is typical: 

Data Segment 6.6 

Meeting Participant: I hope so, do I put my comment here? 

Facilitator: Yes, you put your comment. 

Meeting Participant: I don't have a number do I? 

Facilitator You don't need a nimiber, you just type in your conunent and hit the 
F3 key. 

Meeting Participant: And then I go back and do the same thing? 

Facilitator: Yes. 

The facilitator offers reassurance and guidance about the message 

contributions. By doing this, the facilitator helps ensure that what 

participants contribute is sensible to the intervention. There are particular 

ways to participant in any given activity and it is the facilitator's job to 

make sure all the participants know how to participate. In particular, this 

means that the participants know how to formulate their messages for the 

particular activity and the overall intervention. The facilitator plays an 
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enonnous role in creating relevance through the mundane intellectual 

maintenance work performed by running the tools. 

The use of framing questions helps maintain the relevance of 

participants' comments. The facilitator adjusts what the participants see on 

their screens, moves the content of any groupware activity into another 

groupware activity, and selects who has access to the content of an activity. 

Transparent intervention work takes place through the way the facilitator encourages 
people to fit their messages to the format expected by the various tools. Voting tools go 
the furthest in terms of restricting message production. Voting tools restricts tum-types 
to some numerical range. In other words, to offer an opinion the participant must 
transform their opinion into "yes" or "no" or to some interval ranking classification like 
"highly agree," "neutral," and "highly disagree." Through the tool, the participants select 
an evaluative claim and then submit it. 

The vote tools often allow participants to add comments in support of their 
submitted claim but the tool also allows the facilitator to tally the votes and to construct 
the group's collective opinion. In this way, the tool enables the facilitator and the group 
to manufacture a collective message from the evaluative claims submitted by the group. 
The example below is a screen of a vote report. The report allows the group to see their 
collective opinion about an issue. 

The intervention performed through the screen interface is the introduction of 
formalized formats for communicating. The tools establish a semi-institutionalized 
speech activity that lacks the formalness of court-rooms but is more formal than the self-
organization of ordinary conversation (see Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson, 1973). The 
tools set a stage for talk that prefers messages which can in turn be treated as self-
contained units of information responsive to a category as opposed to being responsive to 
another particular message. Producing messages like this makes the messages more 
easily transportable across activities and topics since the message is less likely to be 
entangled in a web of responses. The tum-taking contributes to the portability of the 
messages since it is primarily self-selection guided by a responsiveness to general topics 
rather than responsiveness to particular individuals. This form of turn-taking separates 
authors firom ideas. 
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This control helps the facilitator move the discussion forward and regulate 

sources of participant attention. 

The facilitator's ability to move pools of messages from one tool to 

another enable the facilitator to regulate the process while the group refines, 

rejects, or remakes discussion content. The facilitator's job is to adapt the 

tools to handle the interaction requirements of the choice on which the 

group is working. For instance, in the Development case the facilitator 

explains his choices for adapting the tools relative to the group needs. 

Data Segment 6.7 (fdv.post) 

F17; We had more categories than people and what you get in that case is you get 
people going and reading the question and answering the question and going on to 
another one. So it's people interacting with questions but not interacting with 
each other. If I can keep the number of categories down and there is multiple 
people in the category and they start interacting with each other. So, it's a 
question of whether I am promoting knowledge dumping—people just coming 
and dumping what they—^versus conversation. And the needs for this group were 
more conversational needs and I had to keep the number of categories down to 
keep the conversation going. 

[some intervening dialogue omitted] 

Yeah and I'm just pulling that number out of the air that number isn't any solid 
reference and in here we have, because it was two and one half to one, we start 
with fifteen people, twelve. Six categories. One to. Twelve people. Six 
categories which is probably too many categories. But the trade off is less 
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categories we have the more focused people are and the more they respond to 
each other. But in our environment each category represents a thread so the more 
topic oriented the conversation rather than everybody in the same place talking 
about different things. So, if I can keep the conversation one thread per one 
discussion, keep people focused, content oriented and focused, that's good. But 
then too many discussions is bad so it's a matter of finding an appropriate balance 
based on the group and topic and the objectives for the meeting. 

Messages collected through the groupware system and pass from 

activity to activity during the intervention. The information from one 

activity is often reformatted to fit the design of the next activity. Each 

successive passing of information and its subsequent processing in the 

group activity is intended to add value to the information by adding more 

messages or the refining existing messages in the systems database. 

Tool talk. Running the Tools and Smooth Meetings 

The facilitative practices of tool-talk and running-the-tools contribute 

to the transparency of the intervention and the naturalness of the event by 

helping the people and the technical system adapt to each other. Tool talk 

helps the participants understand how to participate in the environment and 

to see the benefits of the computer supported environment. By showing the 

participants how to participate the facilitator also shows the participants 

how to get the participative benefit promoted by computer supported 
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facilitation. Running the tools removes some of the more technical features 

of using computer support from the realm of the participants. The facilitator 

provides a buffer between the people and the system and prevents the 

complexities particular to the social and technical realm from interfering 

with each other. 

Managing Complexity 

Meetings become complex, as facilitators say, when there is "&e" 

from lingering issues, when participants come "with their guns loaded" 

ready to escalate standing conflicts, or where the participants can only 

"muddle through" the complications and ambiguities of their problem of 

choice. The facilitators challenge is to prevent the event from disintegrating 

by keeping the meeting moving forward. Mapping and message 

management often circumvents meeting problems that arise from 

misunderstood viewpoints, competing interests, and standing grievances. 

There are times, however, when the facilitator has to overtly direct the 

communication in a meeting. These types of tactics risk facilitator's 

neutrality. Computer supported facilitators can use the resources of the 
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technical system to more effectively manage the dilemma of leading the 

group without becoming the group's leader. 

In the BPR case that follows, the facilitator manages the complexity 

of a meeting through the practice of forging a record. 

The Circumstances of the Meeting 

The BPR case below is drawn from observations of a major business 

re-design project.'® The project involved eight organizations attempting to 

cooperatively develop and deploy an information system that all would 

share as a way to track the materials common to the core of each 

Groupware technology makes possible meeting projects that were difficult or 
impossible in the past. The re-design of business process is a kind of project popularized 
in the 1990s that it is especially suited to the intervention of computer supported 
facilitation (Davenport, 1993; Hammer and Champy, 1993; Tapcott and Caston, 1993). 
The goal of typical business process redesigns is to assess current business practices and 
then propose alternative organizational designs that better support or improve the core 
business of a firm. New information management technologies are typically built into the 
new design of firms as a means to create efficiency and new ways of conducting business. 
Business re-design is carried out through project teams drawn from multiple fimctional 
and hierarchical levels within an organization. The teams assess current business 
practices and then propose a new organizational design using their local knowledge of 
how business is practiced in the firm. Facilitation, and computer supported facilitation in 
particular, is seen as a good solution to conducting business process re-design projects. 
Facilitation is seen as a means to enable participants share their understanding of the 
business with other members of the firm in order to create a more general understanding 
of how the firm works. Once the general understanding is established it can be tinkered 
with or radically redesigned in order to more effectively achieve the goals of the firms 
business. 
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organization's business. The quality of the information about the materials 

handled by these organizations is a legal and practical problem. The goal of 

the project was to find a common set of information needs amongst the 

organizations in order to build a comprehensive information system to track 

the materials common to each organization could be built. The efficiency 

and quality gains firom such a system would be enormous since the 

organizations could share, check, and verify information necessary to the 

functioning of each organization's business. The meeting's sponsors chose 

to use computer supported facilitation because this form of intervention 

made it possible to more effectively gather ideas about information 

management, to build a prototype information system, and to evaluate and 

modify the prototype before implementation. 

The existing information systems were a hodgepodge of solutions 

meant to track materials and provide information about those materials to 

the end user of the material. Each organization attached an information 

sheet to ail materials handled by the organizations. The information sheet's 

purpose was both as a tool for informing users of the material and to enable 
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compliance with federal regulations regarding the handling of materials. 

The information sheet was central to redesign issues since it would 

implicate design requirements for the information system. Moreover, its 

appropriate use would solve the information quality problem identified by 

the organizations. Given that each organization had its varieties of 

information systems, each organization and its respective representatives 

had its own view about how materials information ought to be handled. 

These views were reflected in existing information systems designed to 

meet particular local needs within various divisions of the organizations 

involved. 

Thirty meeting participants flew to a remote location with an 

electronic meeting system to engage in a weeklong meeting initiating the 

redesign project. This first week-long meeting was part of a larger sequence 

of meetings intended to build the new information system. The early part of 

the project, to be accomplished during this first week-long meeting, focused 

on the assessment of the information needs shared by the represented 

organizations. In another set of meetings, these information needs would be 
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transfonned into a set of design requirements for the new information 

system. In a final set of meetings, prototypes of the new information system 

would be built and assessed by the project team before the initial 

implementation of the new information system. 

The participants' task was mandated fi*om the highest levels of their 

respective organizations. All participants were familiar with the problems 

of information quality regarding the materials used in their organization's 

business. Each participant's stake in handling the information quality 

problem was high but their points of view on how to solve the problems 

were laced with their own idiosyncratic beliefs about information 

management and indeterminate commitments to other individuals and their 

respective organizations. Furthermore, each person was enmeshed in the 

information systems resident in their respective organizations. 

The complexity of choice in many facilitated meetings applying 

computer support is enormous. Business process re-design meetings are a 

clear case. The history of the problem to be solved, the participants, and the 

competing demands involved in the choices related to business process re
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design create both the needs for the computer supported facilitator and the 

hurdles of facilitation. The 30 individuals invited to attend were selected 

because of their talent at their respective jobs. When the individuals 

introduced themselves they identified themselves by organizational 

membership and by professional specialization. There were eight 

organizations and five distinct job functions represented amongst the group 

members. The participants range from front line to upper management to 

systems analysts to research scientists. Within the participant group, there 

were numerous cross-cutting interests with no one set of interests 

necessarily dominating. The identities of the participants were potentially 

fluid since participants could identify with their organization, with their 

professional colleagues from other organizations, or with other like-minded 

individuals independent of formal identities. The fluidity of identity 

amongst the participants made a variety of coalitions possible that had 

potentially high instability. 

The number of interests and issues combined with the consequences 

of radically changing current business practices for such a large number of 
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organizations generated some perilous known and unknown circumstances 

for the computer supported intervention. Each participant's span of control, 

as well as their organizational and professional identities, was wrapped up 

in existing business and information practices. Careers were built on the 

existing system and would be built on the new system. The roles and 

relationships of the existing firms would be affected. Billions of dollars 

were at stake. Beyond the politics of change exist the sheer difficulty of 

designing an information system that would work across such a wide 

spectrum. Creating a system that would both fit a wide variety of local 

circumstances and yet provide a generalized format enabling multiple, 

diverse groups to communicate with each other was a serious intellectual 

undertaking. Furthermore, the participants are technically sophisticated and 

ui high demand at their workplaces. So, the participants act on any 

opportunity that presents itself in meeting slippages or technology windows 

to carry on the work at their home base rather than the work in the 

facilitated meeting. 



280 

Facilitating under Conditions of Complexity 

The BPR case represents a challenging and complex facilitation 

environment. Throughout the project but especially during the first set of 

meetings, the facilitator's goal is to help the group develop a common sense 

of their problem. This helps build reasonable solutions to the problem. The 

facilitator's challenge is to move the discussion forward without alienating 

members or allowing them to select easy compromises. Compromises that 

would turn out to be losing solutions. The facilitator's job involves opening 

up and closing numerous topics about existing and future information 

system requirements. Topics that could lead to discussions that wildly 

digress into turf battles and identity issues. The intricacy of the choices and 

the complexity of the politics of change invite a more authoritative 

intervention on the part of the facilitator. Yet, a facilitative intervention still 

requires that the parties are responsible for their choices and should retain 

control over those choices. The smoothness of the facilitative intervention 

and the transparency of action are seriously tested in the case of business 

process re-design and these intervention issues did not go unnoticed by the 
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primary facilitator in this particular case. During an interview two weeks 

after the meeting, the facilitator points out his role in helping the group 

develop a solution to their collective problem. His account dramatizes the 

paradoxes of intervention in a situation where the parties are supposed to 

change even though they may not want to or may be unwilling to 

cooperatively negotiate a solution. 

Data Display 6.8 [Fac.int37.519-596] 

I mean, if you generate a product that every one agrees in, you've really got 
something and they're going to go lobby for, and they are going to go aggressively 
pursue as opposed to just people just coming in just sharing some ideas and say 
"that's kind of interesting". "But I'm not going to change anything about the way 1 
do my business," uh, so there's really those 2 different aspects which I know are 
not new to you, one is the tangible deliverables and the other is the buy-in, the 
agreement, the good will, the sense of group, you know. I mean, that that meeting 
you were in 2 weeks ago, when we came those, those people did not feel like a 
group. They felt like, they felt like they had their their dog in the fight their 
vested interest, their rice bowls as determining this form 

[Their rice bowl?] 

It's a term {used by the BPR group) that when I have my thing, I don't want 
anyone in my kitchen, I just want my, I want my rice, I'm going to eat it, I need to 
eat out of my bowl, but I'm not going to share, OK. 

[OK] 

So they, they came in like that. And about Thursday and then on Tuesday I, you 
know, 1 and I, it was a very difficult for me to bring them to start thinking together 
so that they understood that there was a shared objective that we're really trying to 
under, to come to. um, but about Wednesday afternoon to Thursday morning it 
started to gel together. I feel, I realized that I had fixated at being the catalyst to 
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help the group start feeling like a group and now instead of worried about their 
rice bowl. Worried about the ultimate solution as a group. We really wanted to 
try to succeed. And, Thursday afternoon was, it was, it was like a miracle 
occurred. And I don't, I don't think you were there. A miracle. You know, we 
were, we had gone through all this aggravation and I had to scold some people, I 
had to keep reminding them not to be mean to each other and I. We kept 
refocusing in on the objective and laying in pieces of conceptual foundation about 
what we we're really trying to achieve and and bricks and bricks and the solution 
wall, not the ultimate solution, concepts that could fit into the ultimate solution 
and then suddenly Thursday aftemoon it all started coming together. I had 
visualized the ultimate solution on Wednesday and it took me fi'om Wednesday 
noon til Thursday aftemoon to get the group to as a, as a group understand the 
solution and to embrace it as their own. And, and then see the beauty of the 
solution and then it was like "wow", you know, it was like this collective light 
bulb sprung on, and, and, and I'm saying to myself imder my breath, "I knew this 
Wednesday, I knew this yes, I knew this 8 hours of meeting time ago." I knew 
what the solution was because I had listened well enough, I had digested it well 
enough, I had taken my other experience to identify where I think this thing 
needed to go for a solution and I had this solution thing in my head. And as, and, 
and, and one or two of the group kinda got it, and we kept building and building 
and building and going and taking different views out of different scenarios to this 
possible solution until the group eventually embraced the solution and said "yeah, 
it's got to be that way." 

So, a really good analyst, you know, a really good uh, a really good facilitator can 
listen and be able to extract out of, out of what he's hearing well enough to often 
be able to figure out what two or three different solutions could be for this 
problem and then sometimes people in the group have already figure, some of the 
people have akeady figured out and other times they haven't. And then what my 
role at that point is as a catalyst, instead of just kind of being a passive party in 
terms of just nmning the meeting, I'm actually becoming more of a leader in terms 
of helping the group examine alternatives and and come to an agreement that they 
all pretty much agree on what the solution should really be and, uh, I realize that 
that that's not, a lot of people aren't comfortable in playing that role, a lot of 
people would want the group to go through every thought process with me just 
running the tools and just kind of helping them structure the things, but I actually 
take a much more active, an active role in that I don't try to drive the, I, I don't 
try to make them accept my solution, but I try to understand one or two or three 
solutions that could really fit and then I try to take the group through those 
possible solutions to see if they really do fit on the problem very well. And when 
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I, well when I get this feeling in my mind that after taking the group through a 
few of those there really is a solution, the group really is gonna fit the best, and I 
try to help the group as a group come to understand that that solution is really is 
desirable for X, Y and Z reason. Uh, so that, that's basically what happened a 
couple of weeks ago. 

The trouble of moving a group forward without imposing a solution 

referenced in the facilitator's account occurred throughout the week-long 

meeting. The facilitator's account above provides the motive for a general 

practice of computer supported facilitation. The facilitator sees meeting 

progress resulting from his efforts and ability to help the group see the 

solution to their problem as it already exists in the competing views 

surrounding their choice. The facilitator's job is twofold. First, to deliver 

the participants to a solution that already exists in bits and pieces in their 

individual views. Second, to deliver the solution to the participants by 

helping them see it. The facilitator reconciles the visions the participants 

have about their collective problem and solution. The facilitator must see 

the connections and possibilities that the participants cannot because of 

their milieu. What is more important, the facilitator must be able to make 

the participants see that solution without determining the final shape of the 

solution itself. Facilitators accomplish this by engaging the participants in 
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"forging a record." As will be seen, this practice handles the multiple 

competing demands of the situation and helps the facilitator maintain the 

facilitation role. 

Forging a record 

The facilitator manages complex group interactions by helping the 

group develop "group memory." The group memory is actually the stored 

comments submitted by group members when they participate in groupware 

activities. The stored messages form a record of what transpires during the 

course of a groupware activity. The facilitator organizes the retrieved 

comments in a variety of different formats to help the group better 

understand the problem they are trying to solve. The ability to create a 

group memory is also a feature that most groupware products advertise. 

The group memory provides the content for the future activities and 

choices. The group memory enables the creation of reports that represent 

the output of an electronic meeting. 

Forging a record is a practice where the facilitator encourages the 

participants to make their ideas and feelings explicit by entering these as 
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comments into the groupware.^' Creating a record solves the problem of 

remembering ideas expressed by the participants over the course of an 

The BPR facilitator during a break in another re-design facilitation describes some 
tactics necessary to forging a record. 

What happened is that they {{the meeting participants)) would pull a 
facilitator aside, a nimiber of them pulled me aside and said "Well, why is the 
{prototype information system) system doing this this way?" and they would 
then I either 11 would sometimes know the answer, sometimes 1 don't. But, 
but and I would answer as best as I could or get the developer over, but if it's 
not, if they don't remember to put their question or their worry into the 
groupware it gets lost There is a real tendency to get lost. So what I what I 
kind of whip on them to do is I keep admonishing them and I keep saying 
"now, remember these questions come up, you know, get them into the 
groupware, that way there's a permanent record." If you don't, you know, do 
that in a meeting like this where you go days after days upon days, even one 
day or two days, you know, our memories are such weak instruments that, 
even if they've asked me the questions, I can't mirror the developer. If 200 
people or 20 things or 40 things have been said to us, how are you going to 
remember all that? None of us are that good. So, we're continually trying to 
get them to dump it in, dump it in and there's different ways of doing it. One 
is to tell them. After I've told them sometimes when they start verbalizing 
things I go like this, I'll wiggle my fingers and signal to them, get it in, get it 
in and I just keep telling them to get it in and it's an ongoing need to keep 
making them make that part of the electronic memory to get that in. 

The facilitator points out that creating a record solves the problem of 
remembering the ideas that are expressed by the participants over the course of an 
intervention that typically lasts four to five days. Getting the participants to "dimip in" as 
many of their ideas, beliefs, and sentiments as possible is a critical function of computer 
supported facilitation. But forging a record is a practice that does more than simply 
record versions of what people say in the course of a meeting. When ideas are "dumped" 
into the groupware system there is usually no consensus, agreement, or insight into the 
problem being solved only a collection of viewpoints which can be highly divergent or 
not obviously commensurate. The practice of forging a record also serves to enable 
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intervention that can last four or five days or even more. Forging a record 

requires that the facilitator encourage the participants to submit their ideas 

into the groupware system. It is a critical function of computer supported 

facilitation that as many of the participants' ideas, beliefs, and sentiments as 

possible be entered into the system. But forging a record is a practice that 

does more than simply record versions of what people say during a meeting. 

When the participants submit messages to the groupware system, the 

messages exist in the system without consensus, agreement, or insight into 

the problem being solved. The messages are only a collection of claims that 

can be highly divergent or not obviously commensurate. The practice of 

forging a record enables group choice making and problem solving because 

the practice entails the construction of information out of the opinions and 

sentiments gathered from the group. 

The challenging facilitation environment presented by business 

process re-design and by the BPR case in particular is instructive about how 

forging a record enables the facilitator to manage the complexity of the 

group choice making and problem solving by helping the group develop a base of 
information out of the opinions and sentiments gathered from the group. 
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intervention environment and the facilitation role. Forging a record takes 

different shapes depending on the circumstance. The contentious nature of 

the choices made the BPR case helps show how forging a record provides a 

solution to the problem of moving the group forward with some semblance 

of consensus. Forging a record will be described by using excerpts from my 

ethnographic fieldnotes. 

Typically, it is insufficient to let differences of opinion remain in the 

collective memory since consensus is necessary on key points to resolve the 

choices at hand. To accomplish this, the facilitator uses strategies that hide 

and highlight issues to organize the group's discussion and thus guide the 

formation of the record. This practice helps resolve many of the 

complications that arise when a group tries to solve a problem. 

Data Display 6.9 [Field Notes 1:50-2:15 Day 2] 

1:48 p.m. Reviving from the crash. 

"I think our technical people have the room back together," Kenny says. He is 
in the facilitator pit wUle two (technicians) make theur way to the back of the 
room. (The decision center's technician) follows the two out the room asking 
if they would like to "take the session back for fiirther analysis." The 
computer system keeps a complete copy of all the data and keystrokes for 
analysis of the groupware's technical performance. 
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The facilitator draws the participants back into the discussion and their 
workstations. "For now, I need to be able to launch you," says Kenny in 
reference to the need to get the agenda activity back under way. This invites 
laughter and comments from the participants. "Oooh." "Promises, promises." 
"Launch me?" While controversy continued to underwrite the action in the 
room, these playful comments suggested the strength of the rapport the 
facilitator has already built in the course of one and one-half days of meeting. 

1:50 pjn. The Groupware Activity. 

The big screens at the front of the room fill with the image of the groupwriter 
tool the facilitator launched. An outline emerges seconds later. The words of 
the outline are hard to read from where I sit in the far back of ±e room but 
between glancing at a participant station near me and the big screens at the 
front of the room, I can make out that the group is about to begin discussion of 
item 3.4. Each item on the outline has a number and may be nested within 
other categories on the outline. The representation of the outline on the 
screens includes lines that visually connect the main items on the outline 
along with its branches. The participants have access to the same content on 
their screens that is on the big screen. Their workstation screens, however, 
scroll independently of what is viewed on the big screen. So, the participants 
can look at parts of the outline that are not currently displayed on on the big 
screen. They cannot look at anything other than the outline "launched" to 
them by the facilitator. 

The participants are working to create an abstract representation of the basic 
transactions that occur in the conduct of business across their respective 
organizations. The elements of this representation are defined to form a 
model of the business as it should be practiced. The model will be used later 
as the basis for developing an information system. The facilitator has 
designed a groupware activity using a groupwriting tool to organize this 
intellectual task. The outline guides the group discussion. At each level of 
the outline, the participants discuss how best to represent and define the aspect 
of the business under consideration. The materials in the outline come from a 
previous groupware activity where the participants individually entered any 
ideas they had about each element of the outline. In the current activity the 
participants are refining the input from the previous activity by adding, 
deleting, or modifying the contents at each level of the outline. 
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The group is moving through each of the categories marked by an outline 
number. The group has moved deeper into the category "4.0 Distribute 
Materials" and is currently at "4.1 Receive materials." As they work on 4.1 
the group is wrestling with describing what the basic activi^ of receiving 
materials is and suggesting what it ought to be. About 5-6 people are stating 
opinions about the matter. Each speaks up but not necessarily in response to 
the person who spoke before. They are speaking but the target is not clear. Is 
it the group? IsitKemiy? Is it the person who just spoke? Is it to the 
groupware system? They continue for a few minutes and then Ketmy says, 
should we "make another node?" He is suggesting another level be put into 
the outline to deal with the variance in the group discussion about 4.1. There 
was no obvious collective response to this suggestion. Instead one of the 
multiple discussions occuring in the room gained the attention of the group as 
it become heated. Two leaders from two different organizations represented 
in the room were disagreeing about current materials receipt practices. A, "the 
N never fills in the form." N, "this form is not done {industry) wide." A, "you 
are all into (a different set of) issues not" A is interrupted by N, "a lot of the 
{sites) have tracking from the past." Kenny, "Let's talk about it. I think it is 
related." There is a lot of contention in the room. Kenny, "I'm less concerned 
about" Keimy is interrupted by some testy coounentary exchanged by the 
parties. Kenny tries to talk over the interruption to get the group's attention, 
"OK, listen up. Our defined purpose is to work MSDS in a package that goes 
to {business site). These MSDS items should come with other items." Kenny, 
"if I have a local system, I should be able to download" the information I 
need. Kenny, "currently what I'm hearing some of you say." He is 
interrupted. There is a lot of different people speaking and I hear Kenny 
continue his thought "maybe it is a requirement." So, Kenny types on 4.2 to 
change the definition to "can include." He retypes the definition and then 
submits it The actions he takes on his workstation are visible on the large 
public screens. Then he says to the group, "I really think there is an area there 
for process improvement" and he moves the discussion on to "4.3 Stores 
Materials." 

Kenny asks the group "which of these do you like" in reference to the three 
different definitions associated with the "Stores Materials" category. There is 
a silence in and then someone in the group says in a conversational yet serious 
tone, "none of the above." This initiates much discussion by the participants. 
During the next minute or so there are at least 2-3 different people speaking at 
one time. Kenny attmepts to talk over the multiple speakers by saying, "so 
you don't know how to store it unless it's labelled?" His comment focuses on 
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the infonnatioa storage aspect of the division amongst the participants. They 
continue to work on the category. Ultimately the three original items &om the 
category are deleted and replaced. Once the new definition is typed in Kenny 
says, "Ok, let's go on." 

2:05 
They move to section 4.3 of the docimient. Kenny asks, "What's an MRO and 
the group in unison answers "material release order." The group examines the 
three comments contained in 4.3. The talk in the room is channeled by 
Kenny. He edits existing comments in the groupware and selects firom the 
spoken comments ideas to put into the groupware. He let's the group go for a 
few minutes and then after they have engaged in haphazard discussion he asks 
"ok, what are we going to do." 

((General description of room activity)). 
Keimy types into the system representations of what he hears firom the group 
and the group either vocally agrees or does not disagree with what he has 
written. Consent for what Kenny types in or edits is found in the noticeable 
lack of disagreement expressed by group members. For any item of 
discussion, there tends to be from two to 10 people involved in discussing the 
item and one to four people actively involved in rewriting the item. Once 
Kenny becomes more invovled in the rewriting than the discussion, the talk in 
the room expands and fragments around subissues and tangents related to the 
item and the general task. When an item is rewritten, Kenny gives them an 
opportunity to respond to the rewrite. Sometimes he rereads the item as he 
displays it on the public screen and at other times he just displays the rewrite. 
Participants then agree or disagree with what has been input to the system. It 
appears that participants get involved in any particular discussion thread when 
they see something disagreeable. On occasion a group member will ask to go 
back to a previous section of the docmnent that has been closed but there is 
pressure not to do this since the group has already moved forward. Not 
everyone participates in each new discussion thread. There are about three to 
five people who contribute to every issue. There are about 10 other 
participants that are actively involved with most of the issues while there are 
at least 5 people who have not said anything to the whole group. During these 
kinds of meeting phases, there are many pools of discussion occuring 
simultaneously. Each pool takes on a different feature of the meeting. 
Involvement in the main discussion pool led by Kenny tends to be initiated by 
a participant sensing a disagreeable going into the record. The other pools of 
discussion appear to form around reactions to public statements. Participant 
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reactions to public statements points out how the statement is a gross 
misimderstanding of someone elses circumstances. At one point when Kenny 
was engaged with other participants working out the defintion of an item. In 
particular, they were discussing whether the description of any material 
distributed should include a paper copy of the description or if the description 
should reside only in the information system. Near the front of the room, a 
high level manager from organization G represented in the room, was listening 
to the discussion Kenny was leading. After a short time of listening, he said 
loudly enough for everyone in the room to hear that paper copies must be 
included with every materials shipment. Meanwhile, in the far back row, a 
high level manager from a organization N, immediately began to make side 
comments to the people surroimding him. Then the man^ement type from 
the far back of the room loudly and sarcastically responded with "we'd be 
making copies all day every day if we are going to send copies with every 
shipment." The tone of the message implied that the manager from 
organization G was being stupid. Then, immediately from the back of the 
room, a person from organization N chimed in support of her manager saying 
that just because organization G "has elected to handle it that way-it's not a 
requirment" for the rest of us. 

2:10 
While about 10 people continue to engage each other about issuing an MSDS 
copy with each shipment, Kenny continues to type and edit He then asks the 
group, "Ok is this what we want?" as he displays the changes he made on the 
public screen. Kenny's move does not explore the issue in any way it only 
represents a potential solution to the disagreement chaining out in the group. 
No one publicly disagrees. There appears to be a decision rule during this 
activity that suggests participants to speak now or hold your peace. Kenny 
waits. He then exits that element of the outline and begins to move to the 
next All of his keyboard actions at his workstation remain visible on the 
three large public screens. No one stops him. 

2:12 
They are now in section 4.4 and the group is generally involved with little side 
commentary occuring. They are telling Kenny how to edit what is in the 
category. Their suggestions focus on the best way to express a definition of 
the business activity represented by 4.4. Kenny encourages this kind of 
participation by asking, "should I get rid of the last sentence or leave it?" 
They, up to eight people in unison say, "get rid of it." That ends the editing of 
all the elements in category 4. 
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In about 20 minutes of time, the group develops a collective 

description of how information ought to flow amongst the eight 

organizations when materials are distributed. 

The quality of a group memory depends on what becomes part of the 

group memory. This simple fact underwrites much of the facilitator's effort 

to help construct a memory. Much of the work facilitators do to help 

construct the group's memory come from the use of formulations and 

summaries of the group's comments made during an activity. The group's 

ratification, rejection, or modification of the facilitator's formulations and 

summaries come to represent important aspects of a meeting's record. The 

facilitator, in the BPR case, takes a strong stance towards the active forging 

of a meeting record. 

The facilitator helps the group refine conmients entered during a 

previous activity. The participants are attempting to develop a shared 

definition of the information functions necessary to each of the 

organizations represented in the meeting. There is a tendency for the 

discussion in this group to fragment into multiple, simultaneous discussions 
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with each picking up on a different version of how things work. The 

facilitator in the MSDS case uses different tactics to forge a record of what 

the group thinks the basic requirements of the current system are. 

Data Segment 6.10 

2:15 
They are now on to #5. The people say this "one's good." "Can the rest go," 
Kenny asks, no recognizable response from the group and Kenny says, "OK." 
Someone in the group suggests that they "need to add training" as one of the 
activities related to number 5. There is some discussion and Kenny asks if 
they should make it a separate process. There is some more discussion and 
then Kenny sits back in his chair and says real loud "isn't it like funding, it's 
everywhere, like air." He was making a point about training. In other words 
training could be included in every activity description. This set off about 3 
minutes of intense discussion about the whether training should be kept at the 
level of 5 or should it be put at the highest level of the docimient so that it 
applies all the through each element Then Kenny says, "I think... Ok, let's 
move on." "Let's move on to disposal." Kenny highlights the category 
"Dispose of Materials" on his station and thus on the big screens. He retrieves 
the comments behind the item and begins to read them at his screen. "Boy, 
there's a lot of stuff in these," he says. Members of the group begin talking 
about DLA, DRMO, and offloading waste. There are 2-3 pools of talk with 
no one dominate conversation but a lot of people talking at the same time. 
Kenny tries to break into the foray with "I'm hearing, I'm hearing, I'm 
hearing," but caimot focus their attention on him. The participants either 
directly address the whole but people also talk in dyads without any 
consideration for maintaining a collective focus. A few more minutes pass 
and then Kenny stands up and focuses on a point one group member had been 
making to him. "She brought us back on task because we are trying to figure 
out how MSDS moves through these transactions." But even though much of 
the group appeared to focus on what Kenny was saying there were two side 
discussion continuing at a loud level. A management type in the comer of the 
room, where I had been sitting the previous days, said in a real loud voice 
"let's get one conversation going—we have some sidebars." The group started 
to refocus on one strand of discussion. They began discussing when does 
something become a waste. One line of though developed was that waste 
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occurs when a depot calls some materials in and puts the materials away. 
Then one member from the GSA described a Yosemite park example to show 
that logic. A member of the Navy gives another example about ships. "Ships 
are not carriers of waste—we just turn it in and someone else determines it." 
The base CO has the permit for hazardous material and we have to be careful 
because once it is called waste then a whole new set of regulations comes into 
play. Kenny interrupts this discussion which was starting to branch off into 
multiple threads by saying "ok ok let's talk about the three or four generic 
scenarios that people do—I wrote down some scenarios I've heard." The group 
did not pick up on this invitation to participate in a new activity. Someone 
said, "the category is not disposal but should be called disposition of material" 
which was replied to with "but this does not fit the life cycle." Kenny tried 
again by saying, "Do we want to say something like return to supply system?" 
"Here is the scenario" and he describe three options someone faces when they 
have extra materials; if there is more than I need then give back the extra, 
recycle, or turn in for disposal. Two or three side discussion start up 
immediately. There is much talk going on and words like DRMO and DLM 
being bandied about Kenny asks, "How is DRMO different from turning it 
into the supply system" this invites 3 or 4 competing answers. The scene is 
structured by who can talk the loudest there does not appear to a focal point 
and Kemiy appears to be acting primarily as a recorder. 

Maintaining Transparency bv Forging a Record 

The facilitator highlights some issues as puzzles deemed necessary to 

solve while hiding other issues as controversies best left alone. The 

moment to moment strategies and tactics oriented towards forging a record 

help the facilitator realize an intellectual workspace that is client centered 

and democratic despite conditions that actively work against the ideal. 

Solutions and consensus emerge as the facilitator is able to help the parties 

see alternative viewpoints or to construct new viewpoints. The facilitator 
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cannot tell the parties how to view the problem but the facilitator can 

continually shape what the parties talk about and how they talk about it. In 

this way, the facilitator avoids an authoritative intervention but retains 

power to move the group forward. Forging a record creates a memory of 

agreements that the group can use as common ground. By directing the 

group towards its past agreements and the implications of those agreements, 

the facilitator can exert control over the interaction without authoritatively 

intervening since in all cases the facilitator is merely pointing out that to 

which the group has already agreed. 

The basic strategy is to create a publicly available record. The record 

is where the action is in the meeting. The record becomes the "decision" 

and the "consensus." It is the reconciliation of disagreements, grievances, 

cross-field misunderstanding. The record comes to look like a mission 

statement, information system design, report, or a plan but it is much more. 

It is a group product. It begins as a prototype and after multiple revisions it 

becomes the product. Sometimes the content of the record is insignificant 

but the fact of its creation represents significant progress because of the 
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cooperation required to achieve consensus on the record itself. The record 

provides a stage for handling the social problems that exist amongst the 

participants. 

The facilitator's job is to solve the practical problems related to 

delivering a client-centered, intellectual workspace. Facilitators determine 

what meeting-problems to handle, how to handle meeting-problems, 

conduct the meeting, and deal with troubles that arise in conducting the 

meeting. Facilitator's and their clients expect facilitative decision service to 

provide service without interference to the nature of the intellectual work. 

Moreover, client-centered, democratic workspaces require that those who 

have a stake in choices being made in intellectual work are the ones who 

should make the choices. Computer supported facilitators attempt to meet 

these expectations by creating a smoothly run intervention where participant 

attention is drawn only to relevant aspects of choices involved in the 

participants work. Mapping, message management, and forging-a-record 

are practices through which facilitators do the transparency work necessary 

to intervention neutrality. It is through practices like these that the 
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computer supported facilitation enable a collective to overcome meeting 

problems that would prevent collaborative decision-making. The 

transparency work of the facilitator also solves dilemmas of non-

authoritative intervention. Mapping, message management, and forging-a-

record are all "seen but unnoticed" practices in the intervention. These 

practices create the conditions for cooperation but also solve problems of 

client control, impartial and equal participation, and creating progress. 
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CHAPTER? 

INNOVATING AND CONSTRAINING PRACnCE: THE 

CASE OF ANONYMOUS INTERVENTION 

A group of computer supported facilitators, from around the world, trying 
to determine how much process intervention is too much and how much is 
enough: 

F4; That's kind of what I'm dealing with. Is we call them objectives and 
goals. It's the same kind of thing only I just have a definition that says an 
objective statement is this, this is an example of it and try to keep bringing 
it back. 

F1: If you keep bringing it back, now you're going to—^there is a process 
to get to content that you don't think is right. Now you're walking out of 
line. 

F2: You know, I think it's legitimate to bring up the questions and say, 
"here's my definition of a vision. The vision says who I am, what I do, 
who I do it for, why I do it. Now does what you've written answer those 
things or does it do more than that." I think that's legitimate. 

F1; Yeah, but you do it once and you still don't move on 

F2: Well, if they say, "yeah, yeah it does," and you still don't believe it 
does, well you've given it your best shot. 

((pause)) 

F1: I, I, I think you do it once and if they don't budge you just got to let it 
hang. 

F2: Well I might do it twice, come at it two different ways or something. 
If I really feel strongly about it then I think I'd drop it. If they're happy 
with that, that's it. That's their answer. 
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F4: Sometimes they just need some element of creativity to get the 
lightbulb to come on or something. If they're dead and they're not 
thinking. If it's early in the morning or whatever, it's still—^you try a 
second time firom some other angle. 

The examination of process reasoning and transparency work, in the 

previous chapters, has shown how computer supported facilitation handles 

the dilemmas of delivering a communication event. The commitment to 

process reasoning and transparency work is intended to resolve the 

dilemmas of non-authoritative intervention by creating neutral interventions 

and delivering objective meeting outputs, like plans, information, decisions, 

and consensus. The ability to deliver an intervention that frees the group 

from undue managerial authority and the social influence of the group 

makes computer supported facilitation a legitimate alternative form of 

decision making. This is what computer supported facilitation has realized 

in the collective effort to refine the practical theory of process management. 

Anomalies, however, do arise. For instance, in the opening example, the 

group of computer supported facilitators stumble across an anomaly when 

they realize that by continuing to point out a potential error in a group 

discussion the facilitator can, in effect, make a group decision. How can a 
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question, a form of process intervention, interfere with the substance of a 

discussion? More generally, how can an action consistent with the 

community's commitments bring about a consequence that violates the 

community's conmiitments? And, how does the community handle such an 

anomaly? This chapter explores these questions by examining computer 

supported facilitation's concept of neutrality, an mnovation on practice, and 

the response of the community of practice to the innovation. 

Neutrality 

When facilitators attempt to explain neutrality, it can turn into a kind 

of groping for a description and explanation about how the elements of 

practice relate to each other. The following types of accounts about 

neutrality have thus far emerged. First, computer supported facilitation is 

neutral because process does not affect content. This is the straight process 

management account that unproblematically accepts an independent and 

openly accountable relationship between facilitative intervention and 

intervention substance. Second, computer supported facilitation is neutral 

because process does affect content but process decisions can be made 
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without attention to the implications on content. This process management 

account presimies that the objectivity of facilitation is guaranteed because of 

its presumptive relationship to content. In other words, the participants' 

goals, demands, and circumstances are not conceived to be part of the 

substance of an activity. Intervention processes are adjusted to those 

aspects of the context but the adjustments do not implicate the contents 

since those aspects of context are outside the substance of an intervention. 

Despite different starting points, both versions still uphold the separation of 

process from content as the basis for neutrality. Both views similarly 

suggest that the facilitation should be an explicit activity that stays out of 

intervention content. Two accounts about facilitator neutrality illustrate the 

received view about the appropriate relationships between the facilitator, the 

content, the process, and the meeting outcomes. 

Keep Process and Content Separate 

The following segment is from an interview with a computer 

supported facilitator who works for decision center within an international 

transportation firm. The facilitator begins to credit the success of the center 
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to the neutrality of the facilitation but then struggles to explain how to 

achieve neutrality. In so doing, she argues that neutrality is achieved by not 

interfering with the substance of the intervention. 

Data Segment 7.1 

[Why is it that you think that facilitation is needed?] 

F14:1 think outside groups; We have neutral parties—and I think that's 
something that we are very good at here in our automated decision center. 
We are very neutral. We don't take you know take sides with anybody and 
uh. We've gotten that comment back a lot—that we are very neutral. And I 
just think you need somebody in the in most cases to uh to be that neutral 
party to guide you along. 

[It sounds like you've had quite a bit of success doing that] 

F14: yeah I really think we have and you know I always feel good about 
my neutrality. 

[Oh, O.K. What, what kinds of things are you, what is it that contributes to 
that?] 

F14: I guess, I don't know that I've thought about it long enough to uh 
figure it out. But, uh, I think it's real important for a facilitator to be 
neutral. And I've seen people try to facilitate groups and it was very 
obvious that they were trying to lead them someplace and it wasn't 
necessarily what the group wanted to do. Uhm, I don't know I guess just 
feeling like, I don't, have ownership really. I don't know if that's the right 
thing that uhm, 

[You don't have ownership?] 

F14: You know of the issue. You know it's not my issue. I'm just here to 
help somebody reach a goal, an objective. I don't I don't really know, I've 
never thought too much about it before. I mean we think we're so neutral. 
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The account about neutrality produced by this computer supported 

facilitator treats the achievement of neutrality as distance work. In short, 

the facilitator just stays out of the group's way while helping. In her words, 

"We don't talce you know take sides with anybody," and 'Tm just here to 

help somebody reach a goal, an objective." Neutrality is spoiled when, in 

her words, "It was very obvious that they were trying to lead them 

someplace and it wasn't necessarily what the group wanted to do." The 

facilitator is responsible for maintaining an openly accountable relationship 

between the intervention and the intervention substance. This is the 

standard view espoused in facilitation literature. 

Manage the Role Impressions 

Some facilitators acknowledge that process does affect the content of 

an intervention. An independent computer supported facilitator, in the 

following account, argues that facilitators maintain neutrality by focusing 

effort on the process. He says this despite pointing out the fact that process 

inherently affects content. 

Data Segment 7.2 
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[Uhm in terms of the facilitator role, we have been kind of talking aboiit 
the meetings in general and you have been pointing out some things about 
the facilitator role, do you have any kind of like a general statement about 
what the facilitator's role is?] 

F6: Yeah I have some very particular views about that Uh you get into 
the process content discussions and of course the problem is is that is not a 
black and white area. Because any time you change the process you 
change the content it doesn't matter what you do. If I make a bullet chart 
instead of using brainstorming I have changed the content So how do you 
distinguish then between facilitation being mostly defined mostly as a 
process related role. So the question is how do you define what is 
appropriate on the process side vs the content side. Well fi'om a facilitator 
perspective I think you need to be conscious that you don't steer the 
content towards one particular area. You have to realize that by changing 
the method and the process you can change the content but you have to be 
conscious of the fact that you are not going to use a particular method to 
change the content towards a particular direction that you might want to 
see. And so there is sort of that fine line between process vs content 
facilitation. 

((About five sentences omitted for the sake of anonymity. The facilitator 
continues.)) 

And but many facilitators believe that they are facilitators but they also do 
consulting. And ya know, so they actually try to steer content towards 
solutions and my feeling is that unless you are very explicit about that up 
front and unless they have hired you to be both process and content source 
then you have really got to be carefiil to stay on the process side. And I 
think there is probably a number of things that we do unintentionally on 
the process side that are really content facilitation issues because we are 
hired by somebody. The chief that we were talking about we want to 
please the chief. I am an employee of the chief while I am facilitating so 
am I going to steer the content into a direction that the chief wants to see? 
And there is a big tendency to do that. And so I think one of the best 
things that you can do is be aware that there is going to be that tendency 
and talk about that up front with the person that you are planning with and 
say "Look, I am going to be a neutral third party in this group and the 
conversations may not turn out in a way that you want. The decisions may 
not be what you want. Now what do want to do about that? Do you want 
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me to play a different role and if so I am going to need to make that role 
explicit." And usually they say "No I want you to be process info," 
because that is what they really want even if they want a particular 
outcome. But you do have to deal with some of those things up front 
again dealing with expectations. 

The facilitator accepts that process affects content but shifts his attention 

from the relationship between process and content to facilitator actions. 

The real need is for vigilant attention to playing out the role on the "process 

side" of an uitervention. The facilitator focuses on facilitative intent. The 

problem of neutrality faced by computer supported facilitation, on this 

account, is the protection of the intervention process from the bad intentions 

or incompetence of the facilitator. The guarantee for neutrality comes in 

preventing the steering of the substance toward the facilitator's or the 

meeting owner's end. While, as the facilitator admits, facilitators probably 

do things "unintentionally on the process side" that are "really content 

facilitation issues" the only practical solution to this problem is for the 

facilitator to be "up-front" and "explicit" about the facilitator's role. 

Moreover, the facilitator ought to be "conscious" of "unintended" forays 

into content. The facilitator explicitly acknowledges a facilitator's ability to 

affect the content through the process in this account without questioning 
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the neutrality of the intervention only the facilitator implementing the 

intervention. 

Both facilitators present a similar solution to the neutrality puzzle. 

The essence of the solution is to constrain the arbitrariness of the facilitator. 

The facilitator notes how to create neutrality by marking facilitative action 

so that it is explicit to those intervened upon. This protects intervention 

substance from bad influence because the role is publicly accountable. 

Computer supported facilitation's discourse about process management 

relies on a particular view of neutrality that hinges on the way they 

articulate the relationship between process and content. The official view of 

neutrality in computer supported facilitation practice holds that neutrality is 

possible because communicative actions can be taken to influence only the 

process and not the substance of an activity. Good facilitative influence 

affects the process ultimately leading to better content while bad facilitative 

influence somehow manipulates the content. The role of facilitation is to 

create a communication event where the participants experience real 

communication that would otherwise be spoiled by influences or biases. 
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A Practice Innovation: Anonymous Intervention 

During my field work, I witnessed a facilitated meeting where the 

facilitator attempted an innovation on computer supported facilitation 

practice. His intervention strategy was uniquely suited to make the best of 

the available resources in an electronic meeting environment. He performed 

what I will call an anonymous intervention. While sitting with the 

facilitator in the "facilitators' pit," I noticed the facilitator typing comments 

into the ongoing computer mediated discussion. Some of the cormnents 

were anonymous contributions. In other words, he made comments on what 

participants were saying without indicating that the comments were firom 

the facilitator. 

I had not actually wimessed a facilitator making anonymous 

contributions before but I had heard about facilitators doing it. Whenever 

the topic of anonymous contributions came up in a conversation with 

facilitators, the action was always minimized as something "other 

facilitators may have done on occasion." Anonymous intervention is 

different fi-om what everyone understands facilitators do at the facilitators' 
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workstation. Facilitators typically monitor the computer mediated 

discussion from their workstation in order to pay attention to what 

participants say and do. Facilitators explain that they observe the meeting 

"flow" to get a feel for the meeting. This action provides information for 

doing process interventions like making comments to clarify or giving 

direction to a group having difficulty. 

Facilitators treat anonymous interventions as a taboo practice. I 

discovered during my field work, however, that it is not an uncommon 

practice. It is worth considering the merit of anonymous intervention 

relative to the role of the facilitator. Anonymous contributions ought be 

considered fi-om the computer supported facilitators' commitment to 

process reasoning and transparency work. Not only is it easier to pull off an 

anonymous intervention in an electronic environment than in a strictly face-

to-face environment, but the action solves paradoxes of the role. 

Anonymous interventions enable a facilitator to meet the competing 

demands of impartiality and equality. For instance, if a facilitator tries to 

point out a bad idea by orally pointing out the bad idea with a question or a 
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paraphrase, then the facilitator risks being seen as taking a side, as treating 

ideas unequally, or spoiling a participant's identity. Making a question or 

paraphrase in the groupware system can be anonymous and thus avoid the 

problem of being identified as non-neutral yet still providing the ability to 

point out a bad idea. This is difficult to achieve in face-to-face settings 

since an intervention is explicitly authored by a facilitator in response to 

what someone has done. 

Even though collaborative computing technology could be exploited, 

the facilitator in the case below appears to use anonymous intervention 

because it is a strategic adaptation to the GDSS communication 

environment. The facilitator's goal was to help the group achieve a better 

focus to their discussion. The intention behind the meeting design is to 

assure that the comments produced in the meeting receive appropriate 

consideration and be made relevant to the long-term project on which the 

group was working. The anonymous intervention is an adaptation to the 

consequences of collaborative communication technologies on group 

communication. The facilitator's concern in this case lies with how the 
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group would deal with the mass of messages they would produce during the 

meeting. The volume of messages produced in an electronic meeting makes 

it difficult for participants to read, comprehend, and appropriately respond 

to the comments in the system. The facilitator was concerned with the 

efficient use of the group's intellectual resources and that the participants be 

able to do "something useful with the data" produced. Moreover, the 

participants would be participating in multiple threads of discussion. This 

means that no single moment is likely during the meeting where a general 

aural intervention would be effective. It is more practicable to enter 

intervention oriented comments into the particular discussion thread to 

facilitate that part of the discussion. 

Despite apparently good reasons for trying anonymous interventions, 

the facilitator had to "admit" that his anonymous interventions "pushed the 

boundaries" and that his meeting design was somewhat "radical." The 

boundaries the facilitator pushed and the reason the meeting design was 

radical were not made clear at the time but will now be examined. 
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Two examples of how this facilitator intervened anonymously will be 

described. The anonymous interventions occur in the Development case 

described in the previous chapter. The meeting itself divided into two 

major activities. First, the participants entered their ideas about six topics 

related to the strategic direction of the group. Second, the participants 

divided into six groups to surmnarize the ideas entered into each of the six 

topics during the first part of the meeting. The meeting output was intended 

to include the entire set of ideas entered into the six categories and six 

summaries produced to refine the comments in the categories. The output 

was for fixture meetings. The facilitator anonymously intervened during the 

meeting phase where the participants entered ideas into the six agenda 

topics. 

The data segments below, drawn firom electronic meeting transcripts, 

were posted during the groupware activity. The groupware transcript is 

represented within textboxes below. The comments made by the 

participants during the meeting are tagged with a number representing the 

comment's order of entry into the overall discussion. Only the comments 
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relevant to this analysis have been included. Facilitator comments entered 

into the groupware transcript are parenthetically noted. 

Anonvmous Intervention #1 

One discussion category designated that comments about the group's 

"vision and objectives" be made. This category existed so that the group 

could express their ideas about the group's direction. A total of 36 

comments were entered into this category. Eight comments dealt directly 

with vision and objectives, four comments dealt with minimum standards 

for a development program, and 15 comments dealt with a variety of topics 

related to vision and objectives. One topic was a thread of nine comments 

dealing with the issue of "remediation." 

The Idea Generation Activitv 

Data Segment 7.2.1 (Anonymous Intervention #1) 
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(I) Vision and objectives for faculty development 
What is our vision for a faculty development program? 
How do we convey the vision that faculty development is critical to 
everyone's career? 
What would constitute minimum knowledge/skills/experience for faculty 
who complete a basic development program? 

(Two comments are posted prior to comment four.) 

Faculty development should be a positive activity that all faculty are 
encouraged to do, as well as a remedial activity for those faculty whose 
teaching performance has been judged deficient or "unsatisfactory" 
(i.e., in their annual review). However, specific faculty development 
activities should never be mandatory. 
#4 
Comment #4 is an effort to define two primary functions of the group. 
This comment initiates a thread of conunents that run throughout this 
category. However, it is not immediately picked up as a topic. The nex 
two comments challenge comment 
#4. 

(S comments are posted prior to comment #21.) 

Whenever possible, the approach with faculty should be "enhancement" 
Faculty development should be seen be the faculty as leading to some 
kind of reward and probably works best when iniating in conjimction 
with some incentive. The reward structure must correspond to what is 
offered in the faculty development program or the program will unlikely 
produce the outcomes we'd like it to. 

#21 

(2 comments are posted prior to comment #26.) 

Re: #4: Do you see a risk of the Faculty Development Program 
wrongly taking on the label of "remedial" if poor teachers are required 
to participate? Might a culture emerge where anyone who participates 
is either viewed as a remedial teacher or faculty more interested in 
teaching than research (a tenure sin). If you agree this is a potential 
problem, how can it be avoided from the outset? 
#26 (ffacilitator's comment)) 
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Comments #21 and #26 take issue with the introduction of "remedial 

activity" as an ofEcial function of the group. Comment #21 recommends a 

focus on enhancement rather than remediation. Conunent #26, made by the 

facilitator, also takes issue with comment #4 but does so as a series of 

questions. First, the facilitator asks a question supposing that "remedial" 

will create an unflattering perception of the program. Second, the facilitator 

suggests how the unflattering perception of the program could emerge. 

Finally, the facilitator solicits suggestions for solutions to the problem he 

put forth. 

Two comments in data segment #7.2.2 directly pick up the 

facilitator's comment. 



Data Segment 7.2.2 (Anonymous Intervention #1) 

315 

(4 comments are posted prior to #39.) 

Re: #26. Requiring people to get remediation for poor 
teaching is obviously demoralizing and likely to lead only 
to resistance. However, when an otherwise successful 
person consistently gets negative feedback on teaching, he 
or she is likely to *want'*' some sort of help figuring out 
what is wrong and fixing it. Good department heads can 
steer faculty to development opporttmities without making 
it punitive—which is why it is also important to work on 
development of good department heads! 
#39 

(2 comments are posted prior to #48.) 

Re: #26. I think a remedial component ofFD would be a rather 
private matter between the faculty member needing help and their 
supervisor. Few others would need to know that that faculty member 
wasn't parncipating primarily because of a great interest in FD 
activities. We need some method to entice (push...) faculty members 
who don't seek out such help to become involved and hopefully re
energized when they might not take the initiative without this 'push'. 
Besides, some ''remedial action" is built into the new Performance 

Comments #39 and #48 both pick up on the facilitator's comment. 

Both comments recognize the possibility that "remediation" is an 

unflattering label and both comments suggest ways to handle ineffective 

teaching without drawing uimecessary bad attention to those who need help. 

The remaining comments related to the remediation topic focus on current 

examples of the solutions suggested by conmients #39 and #48 to the 

problem the facilitator described. 
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(4 comments are posted prior to #73.) 

It strikes me that UTC might help with somethmg along the lines of 
Mi's suggestion of private remediation. A few years ago, I taught at a 
university whose counter-part to UTC included private consulting 
services. Once facuî  knew about these services, they were well used. 

#73 

(8 comments are posted prior to #145.) 

There are a variety of resources available at this university that are not 
well understood or widely known. For example, UTC does do 
individual work with faculty members (#73) in need of assistance 
either on a referral or request basis. However the information 
dissemination must happen in a variety of ways, beyond the use of 
technology-primarily because a large number of faculty dont 
necessarily have access to those resources. 

#145 

(1 comment is posted prior to #165.) 

In response to #73, some of this is going on now...and seems to work well for 
those who get involved. 

Comment #73 suggests how a university department might play a role 

in offering private remediation. Both comments #145 and #165 explain that 

what #73 describes is already in effect. 

The Simimary Activity 

During the second part of the meeting a sub-group of participants 

summarized the comments in the "vision and objectives" category. The 
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summary identified 28 key phrases from the comments made by the 

participants in the category. The thread of comments related to remediation 

is one set of comments among others in that category. The remediation 

thread represented the largest set of comments in that category. But only 

four of the 28 key phrases used in the summary ("voluntary," 

"encouragement," "enhancement," "incentive and reward," and "prominent 

role for UTC") related directly to remediation. 

Data Segment 7.2.4 (Anonymous Intervention #1) 

(7.1) 
Vision and objectives for faculty development 

developmentm to keep pace with change /voluntary, encouragement / 
experimentation with tools, strategies /holistic / goals and means / on
going process / enhancement /incentive and reward / rotating schedule / 
handbook of events and tips / emphasize positive aspects of 
development / brief presentations to departments of positive results / 
parmering and cross-training / minimum skills / basic pedagogy / 
legal environment / 

#168 

Meaning of "leamer-centered'V seminars on; teaching strategies, 
equipment use / Minimum: resources, support systems, how one learns 
/ technology freeing time for interaction / isolate fac.dev. from politics / 
prominent role for UTC Tsensitivity workshops" re. stereotypes of 
students, staff, faculty, colleges, U/A / on-going process with updates / 
on-line handbook of U/A faculty expertise / encourage web cruising / 

#174 
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Anonymous Intervention #2 

Simultaneous to the activity in the vision and objectives category, the 

participants also post comments to the category "composition of the basic 

development program." The category was intended as a place to gather 

ideas about a program the group was developing. Thirty-six comments 

were entered into this category. Four threads of discussion arose in this 

category. Nine conmients dealt with the issues of rewards relating to 

promotions. Nine comments dealt with the issue of release time. Three 

comments dealt with treating teaching as a research topic. The facilitator 

anonymously intervened on the thread of comments about "release time" 

comments. His comment created another thread of discussion focusing on 

"continuing education credits." This new thread had a total of four 

comments. Eleven additional comments were posted to this category that 

did not fit in any thread but were generally related to the discussion 

category. 
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The Idea Generation Activity 

The facilitator's anonymous intervention, comment #32, was a 

response to #27. It was also the most immediate response to #27. 

Data Segment 7.3.1 (Anonymous Intervention #2) 

(7 comments posted prior to #27.) 

FD nneeds to build in rewards for participation - perhaps "points" 
at annual evaluation time, which would trabslate into greater $ if 
merit $ ever becomes a reality here. Or, perhaps hardfware or 
software or release time, or support for travel or whatever other 
needed perks are meaningful to that faculty mermber. Perhaps a 
menu of the above to choose from. 
-#27 

re 27:This sounds like "continuing education credits" that some 
professions require. Is this what you are suggesting? 

Comment #27 suggests some alternatives to generating participation 

in the program being discussed. Three of the comments prior to #27 

focused on creating program participation through awards of release time 

for teaching. The facilitator creates a label for the suggestion made in #27 

and seeks approval for that label. While there is no comment suggesting 

that this is what comment #27 meant, the label suggested by the facilitator is 

picked up in comments #57 and #78. 
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Data Segment 7.3.2 (Anonymous Intervention #2) 

(6 comments posted prior to #57.) 

Re: #27 and #32. I like the concept of "continuing education credits", 
such as some professions (like me^cine, and other health professions) 
have to push their professionals to keep up-to-date. Of coune this 
approach could be abused and become rather nit-picking, but the 
concept is great and would be a "carrot" rather than a "stick". 

#57 

(3 comments posted prior to #78.) 

I also like the continuing education credits idea. 
#78 

(17 comments were posted after #78.) 

The Summary Activity 

During the second part of the meeting, as with all the categories, the 

participants worked in "sub-groups" to summarize the comments in the 

categories. The 36 total comments in this category were turned into a 

summary focusing on two main points. One summary point produced by 

the subgroup is based on the thread of discussion about "continuing 

education credits" introduced in the facilitator's comment. 
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Data Segment 7.3.3 (Anonymous Intervention #2) 

(7J2) 

CompositioQ of a basic development program 

SUMMARY: 

P&T and Annual Eval criteria MUST be in concert/harmony with FD goals, or 
faculty can penalized for penalized for time expended on Faculty development! 

Given this, a menu of rewards should be offered for Acuity participation in 
faculty development, and improved teaching: 

* Release time from service and/or research and/or teaching 
* Funding to attend courses, conferences, etc. 
* Acknowledgment of good teaching and the importance of teaching -more 
widely dispersed than just a few teaching award 

Development of a system of "continuing education credits" to help faculty 
keep track of activities, provide a quantiative measure for P&T and rewards 
for faculty development activities. 

* Suggestion of mandatory minimum— 
* Suggestion of a basic developmemt program framed as "common 
experience" for faculty 

Exploring connections between teaching and research should be one of bases 
of a development program: while the possibilities differ fivm discipline to 
discipline, this is a fertile area for sharing suggestions/approaches. 

Include student input in development plans. 
#172 

SUGGESTIONS FOR SPRING SEMESTER: 

'Establish a venue for Faculty Development and P&T committees to 
dialogue, in order to bring FD and P&T guidelines into 
alignment 

* Establish a subcommittee to draft proposal for a continuing 
education/reward system 
* Develop an event showcasing examples of teaching/research 
connections with students, &om ail colleges 
#179 
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Anonymous intervention as performed by this facilitator appears as a 

simple attempt to encourage the participants' elaboration of points made in 

each of the discussion categories. It is very similar to standard facilitative 

interventions to draw out more discussion or to encourage clarity. The more 

ideas the facilitator can help the group elaborate the more ideas the group 

will have to work with when they begin to assess the ideas they have 

generated. It turns out, however, that anonymous interventions have a much 

more dubious status than practices like mapping, ruiming meetings, or 

forging a record. 

Anonymous interventions are novel solutions to the practical 

problems of doing non-authoritative intervention in a collaborative 

computing environment. The technique, however, is an anomaly for the 

practice. On one hand, it is a rational extension of transparency work and 

process reasoning that solves practical intervention problems and paradoxes 

of the role. On the other hand, it fails to meet commitments to neutrality 

because it does not carry the usual markers that make intervention explicit. 

So, anonymous intervention is a rational product of commonly held values 
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of the community of practice that in turn threaten commonly held values of 

the community of practice. The actions by the Development facilitator 

created an opportunity within this ethnographic project to ascertain how the 

community of practice would respond to the dilemma presented by this 

innovation. 

Reflecting on Practice: A Natural Experiment in 

more Process and less Content 

Observing anonymous intervention presented opportunities to have 

practitioners reflect on the practice. Explanations about conducting 

anonymous intervention from the facilitator who performed it and from two 

focus groups composed of computer supported facilitators who discussed it 

will now be examined. The effort by computer supported facilitators to 

account for anonymous interventions produces a standard excuse for the 

technique that recasts it as an acceptable form of practice under certain 

conditions. "Excuses are socially approved vocabularies for mitigating or 

relieving responsibility when conduct is questioned" (Scott and Lyman, 

1968, p. 47). The collective account for anonymous intervention excuses 
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the practice by articulating a shared premise that when in doubt facilitative 

action should reflect "more process or less content." 

The Facilitator's Account of Anonymous Intervention 

The Development facilitator discussed the conduct of the meeting 

with another meeting participant and myself immediately following the 

meeting. We talked about the quality of the meeting participation. During 

the discussion, the facilitator describes his contributions to the meeting 

while explaining how meeting and participant characteristics contribute to 

the volume and size of participant comments. As our discussion unfolds, 

the facilitator begins to describe the problematic nature of his intervention. 

If It's Natural. It's Probably Neutral 

The account that emerges from the facilitator in this exchange 

represents a more general pattern for explaining deviations from the 

standards of the facilitative role. The facilitator's account is a normative 

expression of process management where the distinction between process 

and content is used to evaluate the actions of the facilitator. 
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Data Segment 7.4.1 [Transcript #F 17: Post-Meeting] 

F17: well there were there were a little over 150 comments and there, we 
went from fifteen to twelve people. So it's a little over ten comments each 
but 1 participated and I probably, we can go back and get a count, I 
probably put in seven or eight comments myself so there really was one 
more participant and two of my comments were content oriented, my 
opinion. I signed both of those and the rest of them were probing 
questions that I didn't sign. 

[did you notice that the comments themselves, did it seem to have there's 
like four five six lines long. Is that about typical- Or sometimes I notice 
in a lot a lot of these things that participant's will have one long sentence 
or one line sentence] 

F17: um it was about average size maybe a little bit longer than average 
size here. The conversational sessions tend to have longer comments than 
the information gathering sessions. I think. Again I don't have any data 
on that that's anecdotal. Um, and probably, again anecdotal experiential, 
um the level of the saliency of the topic the more important or salient the 
topic is for the people the longer the comments. The higher educated the 
people the more knowledgeable the people the longer the comments. So 
we had a fairly salient topic an interested group highly educated people a 
structure that supported conversation so we probably had longer comments 
than average. 

[Now when you give your own comments and you're participating, is there 
a difference, do you notice a difference between uhm the way you add 
comments in a conversational Qrpe interaction versus a dumping type 
interaction, {{"conversational" and "dumping" are terms the facilitator 
had used to describe electronic meeting formats.))] 

PI7: no it's probably about the same that wouldn't be a breakdown. 

[But it would be a question. You're more likely to make a question than 
make a comment] 

F17; as a facilitator yeah more likely to ask about a probing question or a 
follow up question 
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[kay] 

F17: here I went overboard in that in that I've more content knowledge on 
this topic than I do on any topics that I facilitate. I probably got more 
involved in content here than I normally do. 

[because] 

FX7: um because probably because I have more content knowledge more 
interest in this topic umm and also because I didn't perceive this, I 
perceived this as a group that would accept me getting a little more 
involved in this. If I'm meeting with a group of accountants I'm probably 
not going to go in and make content oriented comments about accounting 
for example. 

The facilitator highlights his action as problematic and excusable 

relative to process management in two ways. First, the facilitator introduces 

his anonymous interventions by explaining that there "really was one more 

participant" in the group. Facilitators and their clients do not consider the 

facilitator part of the group. The facilitator implies that his action could be 

taken as more of a group action not facilitative action. The facilitator 

continues this line of thought when he describes his action as something 

that was probably "going overboard" but that was excusable due to his 

having "more content knowledge on this topic than I do on any topics that I 

facilitate." He also suggests that the group would "accept me getting a little 

more involved in this" because of his content knowledge and interest in the 
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topic. In other words, if his actions appeared more like a group member 

that is because it came from somebody who could be a member. So, the 

facilitator's action is excusable because it is indistinguishable from what 

might have naturally appeared and thus as a more-or-less natural 

contribution it may have helped, or at least not hurt, the substance of the 

group's discussion. 

Second, he clarifies the actions he took by describing his anonymous 

contributions as either probing questions or signed comments. As the 

facilitator said, "two of my comments were content oriented, my opinion" to 

which he attached his signature while the remaining anonymous 

contributions were "probing questions that I didn't sign." Distinguishing 

content comments from probing questions is a move that helps maintain the 

distinction between appropriate facilitative and group action. By signing 

the comments, the facilitator is attempting to maintain his facilitative role 

despite his incursion into "content." It is as though signing the comments 

provides a warning to the participants so that they can choose whether they 

will accept the facilitator's contribution to their problem of choice. Probing 
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questions on the other hand are not seen to require this warning since these 

moves are attempts to manage the meeting process that is what the 

facilitator is supposed to do. This second form of excuse is the style of 

excuse the community of practice also picks up as a way to manage the 

neutrality dilemma anonjonous interventions present.^® 

It Mav have been a Borderline Move 

Near the end of the same post-meeting discussion, the facilitator 

reintroduces the fact that he made anonymous contributions. This time, 

however, the facilitator notes the possible trouble he may have invited by 

his action. In particular, he discusses the mtervention described as 

anonymous intervention #2 in the previous section. 

Data Segment 7.4.2 [Transcript #F171 

F17: uhm one thing I did notice with this group. Is, I made a comment, I 
introduced a piece of terminology that the group picked up on so I made a 
content oriented contribution but I don't now whether that is good or bad 

P (the meeting participant who remained after the rest had left): what was 
that. 

This is how the BPR facilitator in chapter five justified his efforts to manage 
complexity—'you make content incursions but let the group choose if that incursion 
ought to stand." 
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F17: and that was ahm what was it now, it was this thing about other 
profession's "continuing education credits" in other professions and I 
introduced that term to the group in my conunent and then the group 
picked up on it and I noticed that it made it into at least one of the 
summaries. And I'm of mixed opinion of whether that is good 
intervention on my part or bad intervention 

[why's why] 

F17: well because I have now as a neutral facilitator influenced the future 
of this group I've introduced, if nothing else, terminology that looks like 
they'll continue to use. And in this case it's it's uhm terminology that has 
baggage to it and I don't, whether that is a good thing or a bad thing for me 
to do have done as a facilitator, as, as, if I was a group member I feel very 
comfortable with it but ahh don't know whether that was right or wrong 

P: well you could be a group member as readily as anybody else so I 
wouldn't worry about it but in principle 

F17: yeah it's a question of principle and I took the liberty of doing that 
because I felt I could be a group member as well as anybody else in this 
group but as far as facilitator ethics go, I thinks that's it's it's a borderline 
move on my part so I'm not sure whether it's right or wrong. 

The facilitator notes the trouble with his action, in this second telling 

of the facilitator's anonymous intervention. Namely, the substance of his 

probing question became a position held by the group. The diienmia 

highlighted by the facilitator refocuses on the adequacy of his actions. Had 

he been a group member, the conmient is an acceptable contribution but the 

action is a "borderline" move when coming from a facilitator. An action 

taken to solve problems that arise in handling the high volume of messages 
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in an electronic meeting, becomes questioned for its neutrality by the 

facilitator. The meeting participant even joins the facilitator in excusing the 

facilitator's anonymous intervention by focusing on his qualifications as a 

bona fide group member. Both note a question of principle about the 

consequences of the facilitators moves. 

More Process or less Content?: The Community 

Responds to Anonvmous Intervention 

A few months after I witnessed the anonymous interventions 

described above, I conducted two focus group style meetings with computer 

supported facilitators. Both groups were composed of facilitators who 

specialize in computer supported facilitation. Groupware was used to 

conduct one meeting while the other was held at a round table with a small 

tape recorder on it. The "groupware focus group" and the "round table 

focus group" meetings used the same questions and followed a similar 

format. The groups in both meetings were asked whether any 

circumstances exist where they would enter comments into the electronic 

text. The participants in the focus groups answered by describing the 
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conditions in which they would do anonymous interventions. The 

assessments of anonymous intervention and the excuses made for the 

practice illustrate collective process reasoning. The community articulates 

the premise for reasoning about the dilemma anonymous intervention 

presents. The distinction between process and content is preserved by the 

community in the way they excuse the action and search for the means to 

influence the process without affecting the content. 

The Roundtable Focus Group 

The discussion about anonymous interventions unfolds in three 

general segments. First, in 01-06, the participants highlight the "taboo" 

nature of anonymous intervention. In turns 07-21 the computer supported 

facilitators talk about technical aspects related to making a comment 

anonymous. Finally, in 22-31, the facilitators discuss how manual 

facilitators can also anonymously influence a discussion. 

Do We have to Talk about This? The participants, in 01-06, joke 

about answering the question about anonymous interventions. 

Data Segment 7.5.1 [GSUSERS Focus Group #I] 
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[Uhm, I'm thinking in particular to electronic meetings on this one. Uhm, 
I've observed many facilitations in the past three years. On occasion, 
facilitators will enter comments or questions into the electronic discussion 
between the participants. Under what circumstances, if any, uh would you 
do this?] 

01 F1: Why do we need to tell you this? Oaugh) just kidding. 

02 F4: My throat's killing me. 

03 F1: Oh, your throat I thought it was (?) 

04 F4: No. (laugh) 

05 F5:1 have some lozenges if you'd like some. 

06 F4: I've got the (?). Thank you though. 

If You're going to do Anonymous Intervention, do it Right. The 

opening comments highlight the topic of anonymous interventions as 

something not readily discussible. It does, however, lead to one facilitator 

admitting that he has done anonymous intervention. The facilitators then 

discuss how to accomplish anonymous intervention using the groupware. 

Data Segment 7.5.2 [GSUSERS Focus Group #1] 

07 F2: I've done, let me admit, I've done this and sometimes, I've gotten on 
the leader station and I've asked for I've asked for clarification I've uh I've 
asked questions about uh whether this is really the same as like in answer 
#52, and things like that. 

08 [How did you do that, I mean] 

09 F2: Just by 
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10 [typed it right in?] 

11 F2: Well, it's much easier now with a with the little yellow sticky 
comments on version 1.1 A, you put a comma kind of a thiunb tac with a 
thing. I used to what I used to do is uh in capital letters or with some 
exclamation points position that kind of question, "I don't understand what 
you mean here, could you could you explain this further" and then move it 
right after the comma, but I would always tell people to go back to the 
comments that they made because other people may pick up on these 
conunents. 

12 F1: About the first one, uh what would be the effect of just leaving the 
kind of question in place like another participant entered it and let it just 
fall in 

13 F2: But as far as they're concerned, another participant did it. 

14 F1: No, but when you direct the movement underneath, none of them 
should move things directly. 

15 F2: Well they can if I 

16 F3: They can 

17 F2: If I give them 

18 F1: If you give them power, O.K. 

19 F2:1 do, because I want them to be able to do that too. 

20 F3: And they can stick 

21 F2: And they can put the sticky dots there on the comments. But 
actually 1 believe that I ought to be able to do things anonymously as well, 
they do so why not? But I never do cross the line of getting into the 
content It's only on process and clarification. 

In turn 07, F2 describes anonymous intervention as questions asking 

for clarification and comparison. When prompted to explain how he did it. 
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the facilitator in turn 11 explains how he draws the group's attention 

through the groupware to a comment made by a participant. The facilitator 

then encourages all the participants to review comments they had made so 

that the participants might pick up on the question posted by the facilitator. 

This occasions a discussion in 12-21 about how the facilitator can adjust the 

settings of a groupware activity to allow the participants to have more 

control over making electronic comments. The groupware under discussion 

allows electronic "post-it notes" to be placed on the electronic text. In line 

21, the facilitator emphasizes how he ought to be able to make anonymous 

moves if his actions focus on process not on content. 

Ensuring Participant Control over Content. The facilitators' 

discussion turns to techniques for ensuring participant control over the 

content of the discussion. The participants are actually discussing 

variations of forging-a-record so that the true meanings of participants' 

comments become part of the group memory. 

Data Segment 7.5.3 [GSUSERS Focxis Group #1] 

22 F1; 'Cause I think that manual facilitators do the same thing. That 
they'll say "O.K., there's an idea, could you explain that for us?" And 
they'll also say you you've got to be careful in a manual way you're not 
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always doing that to the same person, "I don't understand your questions. 
Can you explain them?" And every time; so, with anonymity though it 
works probably better. And the question is as you said, (F2) so long as 
you don't get into the content. To do it, in fact as a facilitator's role you're 
supposed to do that. You're supposed to ask questions which you continue 
to clarify until the group has some kind of, until you sense the group has 
some kind of shared understanding. 

23 F5: Well, it's quite common for a facilitator to have good language 
skills so if a participant gives you a twenty word idea, and you got to write 
that in a manual meeting. Write it up on a flip chart The first thing you 
do is start to clarify it so that it's not twenty words long. 

24 F2: It's real dangerous sometimes to change people's words though so 
you've got to do that very carefully. 

25 F5: Well you're always going back and saying "Is this what you mean?" 

26 F2: You've got to go back and (?) 

27 Ft: "Can you help me? I can't really take this concept, my brain is too 
small to hold this long (message). Can you help me clarify this so I can 
understand it?" 

28 F2:1 had a situ-1 always do something uh 11 never believe that it's 
good to leave people always interacting in an electronic forum so after 
every major part, I do something that I, is called to talking stick. Have 
you ever heard of the talking stick? It's a Plains Indian custom, not Indians 
firom around this part, {of the country). And they have a stick that looks 
like authority and it has one simple rule. He that has the stick talks. He 
who doesn't doesn't And I always get people to just do a sound bite over 
the experience of what they did and they can say anything. They can say, 
"this was really ga greaf and others might say, "hmm we're not really 
getting down to the nitty-gritty, we're still tap dancing around it" and 
another one might say, "I'm going to go jogging after this session, anybody 
want to join me? Meet me in fi-ont of the hotel." So they can say anything 
they want as long as it's short and they just pass the talking stick around. 
And I also usually have the technographer record all these things and I had 
a situation one time where the technographer was really changing the 
meaning of what they were putting in. For and that di- so it's not just the 
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facilitator that you've got to worry about, when you work with a 
technographer in electronic meeting you have to make sure that the 
technographer understands that he doesn't have or she doesn't have license 
to change people's words. 

29 [Can you think of a way it got changed in that particular meeting, a 
statement that got] 

30 F2:1 can't think of it specifically but it it was content of what the 
person said had some emotion thing it had to do with an emotional 
experience and the way it got recorded it was just the facts. It didn't didn't 
convey the fact that there was a break-through that occurred. This was the 
first time we were able to discuss this openly. It was clear that it was an 
emotional type thing. And it was just ideas just came out on the table or 
something like that It didn't convey that and uh if s hard sometimes to 
take words that are spoken orally and get them down as a third party. It's 
hard to do that yourself sometimes. It's really a sin I think to change the 
meaning like that You've got to guard it as a 

31 F4: It's like going to that group setting, that's why I like for them to 
have the capability to add and do things because sometimes instead of 
bogging my technographer down I'll just say would you mind going in and 
adding your idea because you know exactly how you want it. 

The facilitators describe problems and solutions to ensuring 

participant control over meeting content. The discussion of anonymous 

intervention raises larger issues regarding participant control over the 

meaning of their contributions. This is a general problem faced by both 

manual and computer supported facilitators. In turn 22, attention is drawn 

to the fact that manual facilitators have the same problem in getting 

participants to fully explain the meaning of comments they make. The 
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facilitator suggests that the anonymous capability of groupware provides an 

advantage to drawing out what people mean. This brings out further 

discussion in 23-27 about how to help meeting participants communicate 

more clearly. F5 points out how manual facilitators are at a disadvantage 

because they have to condense what participants say to make it fit on the 

flip-chart. F2 continues by empheisizing the care that must be taken in 

clarification so that people's words do not get changed. F5 suggests that 

facilitators check with the meeting participants to be sure that £iny recorded 

clarification is acceptable to the participants. F1 offers a candidate phrasing 

of a clarification question that would encourage a meeting participant to 

condense a verbose comment. In turns 28 and 30, F2 continues his point 

about being careful to not change the words of participants by telling about 

the "talking stick" technique. F2 also talks about the problems that arise 

when the real meanings of what people are saying does not get recorded. 

The computer supported facilitators account for anonymous 

interventions as one way to help draw out the real meaning of what meeting 

participants are saying. It is a strategy that is much less obtrusive than the 
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standard tools and techniques of facilitation. The facilitators' discussion in 

the roundtable discussion makes it clear that anonymous interventions may 

be performed to improve process even though it is hidden from the 

participants. 

The Groupware Focus Group. 

The facilitators in the groupware focus group elaborate two beliefs 

about CSF intervention in their accounts about anonymous intervention. 

Their focus on anonymous intervention is similar to the excuse elaborated 

in the roundtable focus group. First, the dubious status of an anonymous 

intervention is removable if the intervention can be shown to help the 

process. Second, communicative acts can be made to either influence only 

the process or only the content of a meeting. 

Data Segment 7.6 [Groupware Transcript] " 

/ have observed mcmy facilitators in the past three years. On occasion, 
facilitators will enter comments or questions into the electronic discussion 
between participants. Urukr what circumstances, jTarty, would you do this? 
m^? 

The "Mark Aahkus" used in the groupware transcript is not the author but it is a name 
appropriated by one of the computer supported facilitators participating in the focus 
group. The reader will notice that all the names are psuedonyms for the real names of the 
facilitators. This mode of indentification was selected so that I could attribute comments 
to a particular source without knowing who in particular that source is. 
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I sometimes ask probmg questions. I find that I can help the group to focus or dig 
deeper by asking the right kind of question. Very occasionally I will address a 
content matter if I have subject expertise or if they ase asking questions about GSS. 
I always identify myself in the comment if I am doing this. I don't identify myself 
for the probing questions. {#30, Duck Man} 

I dont often do this, but have once or twice. When I did enter my own questions it 
was to direct the group towards the goal of the meeting. {#34, Dogbert} 

It would depend on my role in the session and my relationship with the session 
group/owner. {#38, Samantha} 

#38 sounds about right Usually I obstain. {#73, •/-+(§#$=!} 

I seldom do this. My tendency is to verbalize comments and questions that I think 
will focus the group. If you enter them electronically in the discussion it may not be 
identified as coming &om me (the facilitator). I don't do interventions unless I feel 
they will really help. Then when I do them, I make sure the group know that as the 
facilitator I am doing the intervention because I believe it will aid the group process 
or help the group acheive their real goals. {#63, Tex} 

I do this when I am trying to push a group to explore an issue that seems useful to 
the groups goal. Typically, this leads to "discussion" or more clarification of an 
issue. My questions are probing and not filled with any content {#136, Mark 
Aahkus} 

The role of the facilitator should not include interjecting anonymous comments into 
the discussion unless that facilitator also plays a role as a meeting participant The 
facilitator role should be a public one (ask the probing questions in fi-ont of the 
group). {#69, Facile Tator} 

I only do this when; 
a) I have prior approval of the meeting owner. 
b) The other participants are informed of this. 
c) It is necessary because the group discussion seems to be going in a direction that 
gets narrower and narrower all the time (and you don't want that in some situations) 
or if the group gets 'stuck' in the process and they need some new *fuel'. 

Other than that I strongly feel it is unethical to interfere (anonymously) with the 
content of the group discussion. {#82, Dittledoo} 

Very rarely and only to stimulate discussion if deemed appropriate in the 
circumstances. Before doing so, I would first suggest such a role to the meeting 
owner and even recommend that they stimulate the discussion. {#85, Calvin} 

I think you all submit comments too rarely. It is the role of the facilitator to be in 
there actively probing and moving the discussion forward. {#! 10, Duck Man} 
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The process management account appears in tliree ways in the 

groupware focus group discussion. First, the comments made by these 

facilitators point out how an anonymous intervention is excusable if the 

action is taken "for the sake of the process." The facilitators' comments, 

#30, #34, #63, #82, #85, and #136, all excuse anonymous interventions as a 

means that can improve the electronic discussion. Second, communicative 

acts are seen to be clearly distinguishable in terms of content or process 

function. The facilitators' comments, #30, #63, and #136, all distinguish 

process conmiunicative acts from content communicative acts. The 

facilitators' describe questions as content-less (like the facilitator did in the 

Development case). Third, the role of the facilitator is clearly 

distinguishable from the participants. The facilitator comments in #63, #69, 

and #82 suggest the strategy of making the facilitator's identity public in 

order to safeguard against any undesirable facilitator influence. 

Excuses as Refinement of Practice 

The normative boundaries of action for a facilitator are visible in how 

the anonymous intervention is evaluated. It is as though facilitators see their 



341 

choice for working around the complications invited by anonymous 

intervention as showing how the action either contributes to more process 

influence or to less content influence. Either choice leads to the same 

practical solution. Despite its invisibility, an anonymous intervention is 

acceptable as long as it is a process intervention. Process management, and 

the distinction between process and contents, are formulated into solutions 

for refining the practice of anonymous interventions. If the facilitative 

action contributes to the process without interfering with a meeting's natural 

substance, it is at least excusable if not justified. The performance of 

anonymous interventions should help meeting participants communicate 

what they really mean. Anonymous interventions are most effective when 

means are available for the meeting participants to correct anything say 

brought out through an anonymous intervention. So, facilitators should 

"check out" the accuracy of any participant comments recorded, facilitator 

questions should be phrased to invite participant corrections of the question 

or answers to the question, and participants should be given extra 

opportunities to add or correct comments (i.e., "talking sticks" and "yellow 
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stickies"). It is quite interesting that the community struggles with the 

invisibility of an anonymous intervention all the while non-problematically 

accepting the various forms of transparency work in which they engage. 

The same sort of excuse can be applied to transparency work that is applied 

to anonymous intervention: as long as it is process oriented and creates real 

communication, then it is acceptable and probably necessary for creating a 

non-authoritative intervention. 

Neutralitv and Process Revisited 

The community makes it clear that the invisibility of an action is 

tolerable when it is a process oriented action. Neutrality, on the standard 

view of process management, is achieved through two orders of protection. 

First order protection is built through explicit accountability of the role. 

Second order protection is built through the performance of process oriented 

intervention. Ideally an intervention meets both conditions. While first 

order protection is preferable, it is second order protection that is mandatory 

for an intervention to be neutral. Transparency work is a class of facilitative 

action that fails to meet condition one but is believed to meet condition two. 
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The problem that receives most attention and sanction is when facilitation 

looks neutral (that is, meets first order condition) but does not act neutral 

(that is, fails the second order condition). This is the case when someone 

steers the meeting in a particular direction. Anonymous intervention holds 

a dubious status because it violates first order protection and the community 

has not recognized it as fiilly meeting second order conditions. Other forms 

of transparency work, like mapping, message management, and forging-a-

record are seen as legitimate process intervention. The two views of 

neutrality discussed at the beginning of the chapter express these different 

orders of protection facilitation. The collective accounting about 

anonjmious intervention is an effort to find a way to excuse a potentially 

useful technique. To handle the dilemma of anonymous intervention, the 

community of practice optimizes one goal, promoting real communication 

through process work, over another, the visible accountability of the role. 

The clear distinction made between actions taken to influence the 

process and actions taken to influence the content made by the community 

of practice is their resource for resolving dilemmas like those presented by 
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anonymous intervention. This distinction helps define the appropriate 

forms of influence facilitators may attempt and it helps facilitators resolve 

paradoxes of practice like how to "influence without influencing" or to 

"lead without leading." But when they choose to work around 

complications caused by an intervention strategy, are they only choosing 

between creating more process influence or less content influence? The 

anonymous intervention that has been the focus of this chapter will be 

reexamined below. This analysis shows that the distinction between 

process functions and content fimctions is blurred in practice. Further, it 

shows that facilitators do not see the blurring but instead see what the 

official view of practice suggests that they see—^that process interventions 

affect process not content. 

Questions versus Opinions 

The Development facilitator distinguished between his use of probing 

questions and giving of opinions. The distinction between questions and 

opinions is a prototypical telling of the official view of doing neutral 

facilitation. Probing questions are acceptable forms of anonymous 
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intervention because probing questions are attempts to influence group 

process not the content. This is an appeal to second order protection 

condition. In contrast, a statement of opinion by a facilitator must be 

explicitly marked as an opinion in order for it to be an acceptable 

facilitation move. This is the standard view that role explicitness guarantees 

neutrality. The Development facilitator did this by describing himself as a 

potentially competent group member and by signing his opinion statement 

so that the meeting participants could see it was the facilitator's opinion. 

The Development facilitator's actions and excuses were reflected in the 

focus group discussion previously discussed. It is not clear, however, how 

the design of a probing question or the signing an opinion statement 

prevents the influence of a facilitator on the substance of a discussion. 

The facilitator saw the probing questions, not the signed opinions, as 

anonymous interventions. Had the probing question actually been a content 

contribution he would have signed the comment. The facilitator was only 

troubled by one of the probing questions that he used. It was anonymous 

intervention #2 noted by the facilitator as problematic since it was a 
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"comment" that became a "content oriented contribution." The other 

anonymous intervention did not receive the facilitator's attention despite 

being part of an important thread of comments in its category. It is worth 

noting that the Development facilitator only accounted for the anonymous 

intervention that was explicitly picked up by the meeting participants. So, 

was there something about anonymous intervention #2 that made it more 

accountable than anonymous intervention #1? 

The facilitator's move in anonymous intervention #1 appears to draw 

a conclusion from the preceding comments on the remediation topic. The 

phrasing of the first two questions in the comment formulates a 

consequence of the position taken in a preceding conmient. The last 

question in the facilitator's move seeks a confirmation or denial of what the 

facilitator has suggested in his formulation. 

Data Segment 7.7 [Anonymous Intervention #1 Revisited] 

Re: 4: Do you see a risk of the Faculty Development Program 
wrongly taking on the label of "remedial" if poor teachers are required 
to participate? Might a culture emerge where anyone who participates 
is either viewed as a remedial teacher or faculty more interested in 
teaching than research (a tenure sin). If you agree this is a potential 
problem, how can it be avoided from the outset? 
#26 
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In anonymous intervention #2, tiie probing question seen as 

problematic, the facilitator's move appears to invite further discussion on an 

issue in the discussion category. The way #32, in data segment 7.8, is 

phrased it appears to make a suggestion that seeks confirmation or 

disconfirmation fi-om other participants to invite fiirther discussion. 

Data Segment 7.8 [Anonymous Intervention #2: Revisited.] 

Re 27:This sounds like "continuing education credits" that some 
professions require. Is this what you are suggesting? 
-#32 

When comparing the two anon3anous interventions, both appear to be 

similar in that each probing question introduces a suggestion and then poses 

a question inviting acceptance or denial of the suggestion made. Both 

probing questions appear to fit the strictures of process management by the 

way the comment seeks fiirther focused participation from meeting 

participants. In terms of the design of the anonymous interventions, there 

appears to be nothing that makes anonymous intervention #1 more 

accountable than #2. 
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When the anonymous interventions are compared to the opinion 

statements made by the facilitator, the distinction facilitation makes 

between process and content intervention becomes less clear. Except for 

the question format, the two anonjmious interventions are similar to the 

advice the facilitator gave in the two comments he contributed as 

"opinions." 

Data Segment 7.9 [Signedopinion#!] 

I spoke with the lead advisor ia one of the colleges in preparation for this 
meeting. One thing he said to me was that people need to be careful when 
implementing advising/mentoring programs University-wide as each 
college has such a dififerent culture and each college has such a different 
level of resources to provide to such a program. ((The facilitator's name 
appeared here.)) 

#56 

Data Segment 7.10 [Signed Opinion #2] 

Speaking as a recent GTA as our august institution, let me say that I 
(and the GTAs I know) do a lot of satisficing with our teaching. We 
are overworked with our owm class assignments and research 
expectations, so we get by with what we can in our teaching 
assignments. (As a general statement, there are exceptions of 
cour5e.X(The facilitator's name appeared here.)) 

#161 

The signed opinions appear to be attempts to inform or to advise the group 

in a way that helps the substance of the discussion. 
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So When is an Action Process and When is it Content? 

It is worth reconsidering the opinion statements relative to probing 

questions. The main difference between an opinion and a probing question 

appears to be the tagging of a question to the end of a suggestive statement. 

For instance, the facilitator's opinion in data segment 7.9 could be posed in 

the style of the probing question in data segment 7.7 by replacing his name 

with the question, "If you agree this is a potential problem, how can it be 

avoided from the outset?" Again, the facilitator's opinion in 7.10 could be 

posed as a probing question by replacing the facilitator's name with a 

question in the style of the example in data segment 7.8, "Is this what you 

are suggesting?" Moreover, the actual questions in 7.9 and 7.10 could be 

replaced with the facilitator's name. Now, does substituting a question for 

the facilitator's name make the intervention less content oriented? Or, does 

substituting the facilitator's name for the question make the intervention 

more process oriented? It is not clear how a question is by definition 

opinion-less. Furthermore, it is not clear why signing an opinion would 

make it less influential on a discussion. On the other hand, what was it 
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about the probing question (anon3mious intervention #2) that required an 

excuse? Both probing questions appear to be provocative questions that 

differ only because one received more explicit attention in the discussion 

summary. Furthermore, what if the group were to pick up on one of the 

signed comments and put it in the summary, would that be more or less 

acceptable than the content of a probing question being picked up in a 

summary? 

The official account of facilitation, embodied in "process 

management," holds that neutrality is possible because communicative 

actions can be taken that influence only the process and not the substance of 

an activity. Furthermore, neutrality can be preserved through moves and 

markers that make facilitative action explicit. The distinction between 

process and content, however, is made by facilitators independent of the 

distinction's factual status. As seen in the analysis of questions and 

opinions above, the distinction between process and content is an analytic 

distinction. The distinction is available upon analysis but it is not "really" 

there (Woods and Mehan, 1975). What is important to note is that the 
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process- content distinction made by facilitators has achieved factual status. 

A status that is continually achieved by the community of practitioners 

creating a convincing account of their practice. It is an account, however, 

that glosses over its complexities. Complexities that are not easily 

discussed in the metadiscourse that prescribes and defines facilitation 

practice. 

The analysis in this chapter questions the grounds on which computer 

supported facilitation justifies its neutrality. This is not to say that computer 

supported facilitation is not neutral or non-authoritative but it is not neutral 

by virtue of its existing account of neutrality. The persistence of the 

received view of neutrality poses problems for advancing the role since it is 

through this normative account that intervention problems to be solved are 

recognized in the first place. Neutrality in computer supported facilitation 

is achieved through two shifts in responsibility for procedural choice. First, 

responsibility is shifted to the participants through facilitative efforts to 

continually check with the participants if the intervention is meeting their 

needs and expectations. Needs and expectations that are in large part 
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shaped through process reasoning and transparency work. Second, 

responsibility is shifted into the social technology of facilitation. The 

accumulation of facilitation practices in techniques and technology embeds 

procedural choice in the intervention system and away from arbitrary 

actions of the facilitator. It is through these two shifts that problems of 

neutrality are handled. It is these two shifts that realize another form 

influence. The intervention system, that has built up through the effort to be 

neutral, normatively prescribes the formats for communication events. 
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SOCIO-TECHNICAL THIRD PARTIES, ACTION, AND KNOWLEDGE 

Action and Knowledge: The Role of the Computer Supported Facilitation 

Computer supported facilitation is a discursive solution to the 

dilemma of creating justified, collective action in group and organizational 

decision-making. Actors in the field of computer supported facilitation, 

wittingly and unwittingly, recognize and grapple with an important modem 

problem: How can a communication space be created to legitimately 

achieve instrumental goals under conditions where the participants represent 

competing forms of expertise and potentially incommensurable viewpoints 

(Willard, 1996)? Computer supported facilitation is an attempt to improve 

the decision-making competence of collectives by improving the conditions 

for rational discourse. It is not a form of intervention that intends to 

improve the competence of individuals by training them to be better 

communicators or decision-makers. Instead, computer supported 

facilitation creates an institutionalized framework for managing the 



354 

production and reception of messages in multi-party decision events. In 

particular, computer supported facilitation implements groupware to help 

organize, classify, filter, and manage messages in a way that enables people 

to collectively and collaboratively engage each other in intellectual work 

(Baecker et al., 1995b). Each of the preceding chapters, in this study, 

produces a set of findings concerning the nature and consequences of this 

new form of intervention. 

First, the practice of computer supported facilitation is a socio-

technical form of non-authoritative intervention. The practice faces a set of 

communication dilemmas that stem fi'om its commitments to non-

authoritative intervention and democratic decision-making. These 

dilemmas are organized around the competing demands to implement the 

ideals of non-authoritative intervention in the practical circumstances of 

intervention. The routine practice of computer supported facilitation 

embodies solutions to the paradoxes of practice. These solutions display 

the practical reasoning of a community of practice grappling with the 

paradoxes of the intervention role they enact. 
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Second, the general solution computer supported facilitation provides 

groups and organizations is a "decision service." Decision services 

specialize in making "meetings" more efficient and effective by solving the 

problems-of-meeting entailed in a client's problem-of-choice. Meetings are 

communication events designed and supported through the expertise and 

technology of the decision service. 

Third, the evolution of the computer supported facilitation role is a 

product of efforts to approximate the ideal of non-authoritative intervention. 

The field continually seeks more effective means to orchestrate talk into 

communication events where people solve their problems. This is visible in 

the way the facilitator's role, the techniques of facilitation, and the design of 

collaborative computing technologies changed and converged. The role of 

the facilitator changed from "trainer" to "process manager." This name 

change reflects the role refinements made to control the influence a 

facilitator has over the substance of an intervention. The techniques of 

intervention evolved from methods of reflection to more elaborate "social 

technologies." The social technologies embody the practical knowledge of 
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intervention into routines with computational features designed to remove 

the influence of the facilitator on the substance of the intervention. 

Collaborative computing technologies evolved from designs intended to 

create better access to expertise to designs that create grounds for 

collaborative participation intended to interpenetrate domains of expertise. 

These roles, techniques, and technologies have converged into computer 

supported facilitation—a contemporary form of intervention that solves 

many of the problems of delivering non-authoritative intervention. 

Fourth, the research methods in this study are designed to see what 

can be learned by switching research frames from a received approach 

concerned with the predicates of effectiveness to a novel approach 

identifying how the practice itself is achieved. Computer supported 

facilitation is studied as a commimity of socio-technical practice concerned 

with orchestrating naturally occurring talk to transform mere talk into 

communication. Thus, the practice intends to make meetings more effective 

through better communication. This study assumes that computer supported 

facilitation is a social achievement and investigates its achievement. In so 
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doing, this study resists the current preoccupation with studying effects in a 

way that merely reproduces common-sense understanding of computer-

supported facilitation as a scientific fact. 

Fifth, the practice of computer supported facilitation is guided by 

"process management" which is a folk theory of socio-technical 

intervention. Process management resolves the dilemmas of neutral 

intervention by outlining the forms of practical reasoning required to 

transform talk into "communication." The folk theory sets out premises that 

suggest lines of reasoning, like "trust the process," "own the process," "seek 

procedural improvement," for handling the multiple goals and constraints 

involved in delivering a neutral intervention. These premises also create 

normative commitments for computer supported facilitation regarding the 

production and reception of messages in a communication event such as, 

"elicit what's naturally there," "don't admit commitments," and "don't 

admit knowledge." These premises are used to rationalize practical 

dilemmas of intervention that invite role complications. The premises of 

process management portray competent facilitation as "being seen but 
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unnoticed" so that the communication event is controlled by the natural 

expressions of the participants. 

Sixth, facilitators create communication events through transparency 

work. Transparency work is unofBcial work facilitators engage in to make 

the official aspects of the practice possible. Transparency work is the 

actions facilitators take to ensure that the participants are focused on the 

problems they have been gathered to solve rather than on the maintenance 

of the intervention event itself. The facilitator's effort to be transparent—to 

be seen but unnoticed—is found in the practices of mapping, message 

management, and forging-a-record. Facilitators influence the production 

and reception of messages in the electronic meeting environment in a 

manner that participation comes across as direct and open with little sense 

that communication is being handled by anyone other than the participants. 

It is transparency work that in large part enables groups of people to 

overcome the obstacles to collaborative intellectual work. 

Seventh, the distinction between process and content achieves a 

factual status within the community of computer supported facilitation 
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practice. The community creates a convincing account that the neutrality 

and effect of intervention actions are due to process improvement. "Making 

easy that which is difficult" by "managing the process" is an ideology of 

practice that the members preserve in the face of threats to their 

flmdamental explanation of what they do. The community acts to create 

and refine process intervention practices to achieve real communication. 

They attempt to solve the fundamental paradox of the practice through 

techniques and strategies that improve process intervention or reduce 

content influence by focusing on how to regulate the role of the facilitator. 

Their account of neutrality, however, glosses over its complexities and the 

emergent solution. Neutrality is achieved by shifting responsibility for the 

process to the intervention participants and into the social technology of 

intervention. It is through these two shifts that the objectivity and neutrality 

of computer supported facilitation is being realized. The consequence is 

that computer supported facilitation solves problems of managerial and 

social influence while inviting the normative influence of process 

management on collaborative communication. 
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The findings in ttiis study presents an occasion to reflect on the nature 

of third-party intervention in the information age. Two themes about the 

intervention of communication specialists emerge from this study. First, the 

role of information in constructing group and organizational action. 

Second, the role of social technology in constructing the substance of an 

intervention. 

Information and Action 

Through message management computer supported facilitation 

intervenes to create communication events. By orchestrating the 

communication event computer supported facilitators help collectives form 

collective intentions that inform and justify individual and collective action. 

Information is the key component of computer supported facilitative 

intervention. Information is commonly seen as a solution to resolving 

choices because it clears up misunderstanding. Information, on this line of 

thinking, is treated as complete, knowable, and readily transportable across 

various groups, organizational, and epistemic boundaries. The constitutive 

processes by which messages come to count as information and by which 
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information comes to count as knowledge, however, are ignored in 

theorizing about the role of computer supported facilitation. The standard 

account of the practice of computer supported facilitation emphasizes the 

regulative role of the facilitator and treats information as an objective 

commodity for intellectual exchange. Conceptualizing information in this 

way misconstrues the role of facilitated intervention. The standard account 

treats computer supported facilitation as a conduit of information and the 

facilitator as someone who turns on and shuts off the pipelines. But, this is 

reminiscent of simplistic code models of communication from the 1960s 

(see Jacobs, 1985; Reddy, 1980). An alternative theoretical view based on 

the analysis in this study can be constructed. The role of the computer 

supported facilitator, like communication specialists generally, is to create a 

trustworthy communication event and a credible exchange of messages so 

that information warrants belief and solves the relational problems 

associated with cooperating across the boundaries within and between 

organizations. To reconsider the role of the computer supported facilitator 
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along these lines, the typical intervention setting and the role of information 

in computer supported intervention must first be considered. 

Computer supported facilitation is typically practiced in situations 

where a group of people attempts to build consensually based plans of 

action such as an organizational mission, an information system design, or a 

strategic management plan. Participants in these interventions come firom 

different functional areas and hierarchical levels within and between 

organizations. The result is a meeting made up of participants with a 

variety of different forms of expertise, professional viewpoints, and 

organizational commitments. These types of groups are often referred to as 

"cross-functional teams." Cross-fimctional teams are brought together to 

encourage participant engagement with multiple perspectives in a common 

meeting space. These spaces are usually contested terrains due to the 

multiple competing identities, incompatible professional discourses, and 

various organizational commitments. To create collective action the 

facilitator is faced with the problem of building relationships and 

maintaining relationships within a web of multiple parties. 
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Computer supported facilitators intervene by helping the parties 

transform news into trustworthy information and legitimate knowledge as 

the basis for action. Three points along this line need to be considered. 

First, some messages become information and some information becomes 

knowledge. Information should be understood as news that is gathered in 

surveillance and feedback processes and that it is disseminated to inform 

others' surveillance and feedback processes (Stinchcombe, 1990). 

Knowledge consists of propositions and routines that have come to be 

accepted as true. Information becomes knowledge after it has been 

subjected to correcting procedures. Two important processes then are 

definitions about newsworthiness and the nature of correcting procedures. 

The degree to which autonomous units (actors, firms, markets) come to 

share these two processes, the deeper their relationship. Information, then, 

is not free floating bits of news, rather, it is something that is manufactured 

to solve problems of relating to other units. The quality of information is 

subject to the quality of news definitions and to the correcting procedures 

shared (or not) by units. 
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Second, information and knowledge are at the root of a dilemma for 

social order and cooperation among multiple parties and organizations. 

That information and knowledge are manufactured and not neutral is an 

animating feature of this dilenuna. Saying that information is neutral does 

not mean it does not have an effect, rather it means that information is 

essentially context independent so that it can be transported from situation 

to situation. When the neutrality of information is taken for granted, things 

seem to work. Information becomes a commodity that provides a basis for 

any number of cooperative exchanges. The ability to treat information like 

a commodity to be exchanged enables all kinds of opportunity within an 

intervention. There is a need to be able to take information for granted. 

When information cannot be taken for granted as neutral the social order is 

jeopardized or at least called into question thus raising the possibility that 

news defmitions and knowledge production processes need to be adjusted. 

The role of the computer supported facilitator, and the communication 

specialist generally, is to make the adjustments so that information integrity 

will be maintained. 
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The solution taken by computer supported facilitation to the problem 

of organizational action under conditions of multiple lines of expert, 

managerial, and professional authority exists in the ability to formalize 

flows of information and to create arenas for its production. Computer 

supported facilitation treats modem forms of organizational relations 

amongst actors, firms, and markets as participation in information systems 

that enable the transportability of information.^" The need to trust an 

information system is great but it is counteracted by an irreducible basis of 

modem terror that one's documented identity takes on a life of its own that 

runs counter to one's preferences. For instance, the fact that a credit agency 

might have and disperse the wrong credit information about oneself. 

This parallels Chandler's (1977) description of the revolution in the distribution and 
production commodities in America during the mid-19"' century. In particular the 
emergence of the grain elevator in the upper Mississippi river valley played a vital role in 
the development of the national commodities market and futures trading. Centralization 
of the commodities markets were dependent on the development of the railroad for 
shipping and the telegraph for the exchange of market information. The grain elevators 
served as a site for storing local conunodities and as a connection to rail service. More 
importantly to the distributed marketing of goods, the grain elevator was a site for 
developing and implementing standardized systems of measurement and movement of 
grain. Standardized commodity information made trading possible within and between 
regional and national markets. Reliability of the information for trading commodities 
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(Modem life isn't brutish, nasty, and short so much as it is brutish, nasty, 

and documented.) The reality of this fear is noticeable in the fear of 

computer hackers. Hackers, a form of third party that stands in contrast to 

the facilitator, can manipulate that which we prefer to take for granted as an 

immutable basis for action. 

Third, computer supported facilitators, and communication specialists 

in general, deal in generating and maintaining the premises for what counts 

as information and knowledge. They make their living off the competing 

needs to take information for granted but the unwillingness to totally 

succumb to taking information for granted. Computer supported 

facilitators, like other emerging forms of third that engineer choice, 

maintain the transportability of information across contexts, fields of 

expertise, markets, and firms. These roles emerge to maintain boundaries 

and relationships between individuals and groups, groups and firms, firms 

and firms, firms and markets, and markets and markets. Third parties exist 

in the interstices of action (much like Burt's (1992) description of the 

information about commodities necessary for the running of the regional and national 
markets. 
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tenius). Their role is deeply involved in both the process and substance of 

decision oriented communication. By managing information, computer 

supported facilitators create the possibility for intervention participants to 

remain autonomous while gaining enough certainty to engage in 

cooperative action. 

In particular, computer supported facilitation creates participant 

activities that either capture messages from participants or manufacture 

information outputs. The facilitator links computer based activities together 

by formulating questions and agendas and by selecting, organizing, and 

moving information. The facilitator keeps multiple spheres of participant 

activity practically and conceptually networked so that progress resolving 

choices can be made. The intervention focuses on gathering messages from 

participants and the facilitator focusing on refining and moving messages 

from intervention activity to intervention activity. How computer supported 

facilitation plays a role in the substance of an intervention by transforming 

messages into information and information into knowledge will now be 
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taken up by describing tlie role of social technologies play in creating 

communication events. 

Knowledge Production and Social Technology 

Computer supported interventions are organized to produce 

information products, like plans, designs, and system prototypes, and 

consensus about the information product. It is the combination of the 

information product with consensus that is idealized by practitioners 

because they believe that the use of an information product apart from the 

intervention depends on participant support. The simultaneous creation of 

information products and consensus is accomplished by transforming 

localized, situated knowledge of meeting participants into information. The 

information is then transformed into a general, abstract, unifying theory 

about its purpose. That theory stands as a collective reason for action.^' 

The standard account of practice attempts to maintain a distinction between 

'' Traditional administrative mode of decisions is to make sure the decision has support 
higher in the hierarchy before enacting (Langely et al., 1995). CSF intervention ad^ the 
twist that support comes from below. The facilitator acts between these levels and helps 
articulate grounds for action. The importance of consensus and buy-in marks the 
downward focus of the intervention. 
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process and content influence. The alternative approach to be explored here 

assumes that computer supported facilitation organizes, classifies, filters, 

and manages messages to produce collaborative choice and thus has 

influence over the substance of choice. Computer supported facilitation is a 

solution to managing the influence of managerial, expert, and popular 

authority. While it offers a solution to different forms of authority, 

computer supported facilitation introduces its own normative influence in 

the way that process concems structure substance. 

Computer supported facilitation plays a role in the substance of an 

intervention by establishing and enforcing communicative forums. The 

design features of forums lead to varying types of preference systems for a 

forum's contents and products and thus the intellectual products and 

contents of an intervention. The structure of the forum constrains and 

enables different kinds of talk while the nature of the dialogue in the forum 

supplies the resources for justifying beliefs produced in the discussion. So, 
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the structure and the rationality of forums are micro-foundations for larger 

patterns of organizational knowledge, learning, and ideologies. 

The way forums influence content can be seen in the structure of 

discourse and the rational basis of discourse. First, speech-exchange-

systems (Dingwall, 1980; Sacks, ScheglofP, and Jefferson, 1972; Schegloff, 

1987) can be categorized in terms of how the system enables turns to be 

started, ended, and distributed among the participants and bystanders in 

communication events. Different speech exchange systems allocate turns 

differently and thus prefer different kinds of talk. For instance, setting up a 

forum where one particular person gets an extended turn at talking while the 

rest participate as an audience prefers a kind of talk than a forum where one 

particular person responds to the questions of an audience. Applying these 

two models to a weekly staff meeting, for instance, renders two visions of 

an exchange. Apparently each forum provides opportunity for different 

types of social control, talk topics, accountability, identity management, and 

diversity of information. A simple thought experiment makes this clear. 

Consider how expressions of dissent by meeting participants might be 
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handled in each forum mentioned above. The first of these two models 

leaves narrow opportunity for dissent. Any action taken towards that end is 

likely to either go unrecognized or be taken as a hostile move. The second 

of these two models provides great opportunity for both on and off record 

dissent. That questions can be asked enables all participants to engage in 

varying levels of disclosing beliefs and sentiments about topics. The 

structuring of discourse through the speech exchange system of a forum 

gives shape to understanding generated in the encounter and sets the stage 

for understanding the encounter outside the event itself. 

Second, the nature of the dialogue in an exchange displays a 

rationality on which any beliefs from the encounter may be justified 

(Walton, 1988; 1992). The purposes on which dialogue proceeds are 

somewhat independent of the actual structure of the exchange. The purpose 

sets out a basis for interpreting, understanding, accepting, or rejecting the 

ideas and information exchanged. For instance, inquiry displays a 

rationality based on discovery and the search for truth while negotiation 

displays a rationality based on producing harmony between the participants 
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(Walton, 1992). Each type of dialogue prefers different types of claims and 

modes for justifying or accepting claims. The standard reason for accepting 

a proposal in an inquiry is that it leads to better knowledge about some topic 

or issue. The standard reason for accepting a proposal in a negotiation is 

that it repairs the relationship between the two parties or satisfies the goals 

of each party (Walton, 1992). The nature of the dialogue in the forum 

creates a social-logic that provides a basis independent of participant goals 

and wishes on which ideas can be judged. 

Forums, as seen through the concepts of speech-exchange systems 

and dialogue, represent different methods for handling misunderstandings, 

disagreement, disputes, and conflicts that arise I the course of doing 

decision-making work in organizations. The concept of routine typically 

refers to behavioral repertoires and cognitive programs that enable people to 

act without taxing their cognitive load (March and Simon, 1993). Routines 

are part of an organization's stock of knowledge that enable boundedly 

rational actors to coordinate their action (March, 1995; March, 1993; March 

and Simon, 1993). Forums are a type of routine. Forums, as a method of 
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interacting, bind rationality such that people can engage each other in 

ideational interaction. Binding rationality means that the forums offer some 

shape and scope to an interaction by setting forth higher order goals and 

constraints to individual actions—in other words there are some grounds or 

footing on which the participants can interact. The grounds help shape what 

counts as relevant and how ideas will be evaluated. 

Computer supported facilitative intervention is performed at the 

micro-level through the screen interfaces of the collaborative computing 

tools. The facilitator plays a role in shaping discussion substance by 

establishing and enforcing communicative activities in the electronic forum 

by implementing the groupware tools. The groupware tools are literally 

programmed communication formats for participants to produce and receive 

messages through the groupware system. The groupware tools are a social 

technology in that the tools are like rules or laws that constrain and enable 

the action of participants by prescribing effective action and proscribing 

unwanted action (Latour, 1995; Sclove, 1995).^ Groupware is a social 

^ It is a discovery when computer technology and the traditional technology have 
such a strong parallel. Of course, this is not mere coincidence, it is part of the history of 
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the field. In the two segments that follow facilitators talk about their encounters with 
their coimterparts. In the first segment a computer supported facilitator, tells a story 
about an encounter with a non-computer supported facilitator. In the second segment two 
non-computer supported facilitator talk about their first encounter the technologies of 
computer supported facilitation. Both accounts are accounts that express surprise over 
the deeper similarity between the two forms of intervention. In the first segment, the 
facilitator describes the similarity between intervention activities used by traditional 
facilitators and computer-supported facilitators. 

F15.4: Very much so there's probably not quite a one to one correspondence but 
almost it's just ahh even at the lAF conference I had a ahh hot shot facilitator 
using the TOPS method. She was a doctor and ahh was doing some research on 
how some of her methods might map to the electronic tools that were available 
and ahh she didn't think it could be done but you know in ten minutes we sat 
down and complete, I mean a one hundred percent mapping of her process into 
our tools our support tools. And she walked away just ecstatic. She was bringing 
people over "you got to see this." And, and, ahh, I would say there's almost a one 
to one correspondence. You know there's somethings of course you know that 
you can not do electronically. Uhm, uhm, I'm blanking but uhm there are times 
when, ahh, well, ok, verbal verbal discussion. Ha ha you know electronic 
discussion you can have you can have people uhm going like into our topic 
commentor tool read a topic and comment on it. That's fine. But for verbally 
consolidating, discussing and consolidating a list of ideas that's a verbal process. 
That's ahh something that requires ahh verbal skills verbal techniques in the 
group. You can walk down a list whether it's on a flip chart or whether it's on 
your screen and you you can clarify what's been written on the flip chart or what's 
been written on the screen but it's still a manual process you have to clarify the 
ideas and come to common understanding in the group 

The facilitator's account focuses on the functional similarity between "manual" facilitator 
activities and the "electronic" activities of the computer supported facilitator. He also 
indicates that computer supported facilitators engage in manual facilitation methods to 
conduct activities yet to be built into the groupware systems. 

The following exchange between two non-computer supported facilitators who 
had just seen the full application of a groupware system the previous day. Their talk in 
this segment was occasioned by prior talk about how people hurt each other with words 
during meetings. This led to an exchange about "ground rules" in facilitation and the 
collective discovery that intervention techniques bear striking resemblance to groupware 
technology. Ground rules are a general solution to focusing interaction through 
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computmg or group techniques. Brainstorming is a particular program kind of social 
program, a body of rules, intended to create a particular kind of communication. 

F4: But these kind of groimd rules, really express that assumption that people 
are good and capable. Now, I think that uhm that the use of technology 
that we saw with that ahh GroupSystems software and the network stuff 
on the pre-conference workshop is another way to do some of it. It ah 
separates the people from the ideas, you know, so all the ideas that are in 
there are are the property of the group 

F3: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

F4: Now there not- the brain-, the groimd rules for brainstorming with paper 
and pen are designed to separate the people from the idea. And that's the 
principle of my serving. It's the principle of mediation and conflict 
situations. 

F3: Think of the brainstorming as- got kinda- as groimdrules. 

F4: Yeah. 
F3: No judgements. 
F4: Yeah, no attacking. 
F3: No attacking, build on one another to keep the flow going. 

F4: More ideas are better. 
F3: More ideas are better, quantity is better than quality. 
F4: The quantity is what counts and it's okay to be 

redundant. 
F3; You know what I say when I'm doing a group memory too, at the 

beginning is I say, "This is a group memory, up here. This enables an, the 
group to do a number of things. One stay focused. Two you you don't 
have to write everything, so that means you don't have to look down, you 
can look up. You'll get the- you'll get everything, don't worry. You'll get 
it" And secondly it goes with no names up there. 

F4: hmmm 

F3: We write everyone's input but there is no name. 
F4: right. 
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technology of forums that when combined with facilitation establish the 

speech-exchange and rational preferences for decision discourse. 

The screen interfaces in groupware systems introduce formalized 

formats for communicating and establish semi-institutionalized 

communication forums that lack the fonnainess of court-rooms but are more 

formal than the self-organization of ordinary conversation (see Sacks, 

Schegloff, and Jefferson, 1973). Screens interface between the participants, 

the facilitator, and the facilitative features of the groupware system. The 

F3: Unless by acciamatioii the group wants to credit someone with their, you 
know, for having a brillant idea or 

a 
F4: Hight 
F3: being really funny or you know whatever. When the group decides they 

want to say that so and so is credited with. 
[ 1 

F4: umhmm,right Right 
F3: and that ah really helps people get at that, it's us, it's the group, it's our 

product, it's not mine 
F4: right, right and so there's it's the same meth- it's the same intentions and 

different methods 
F3: yeah, yeah. 

These two non-computer supported facilitators treat computer technology like any 
method in a facilitator s stock of intervention knowledge. Technology, just like 
traditional intervention techniques, spells out how the process of interaction in an a 
natural activity is to take place in order to improve it Again this is a discovery, that to 
the participants seems to be an almost accidental relationship. 
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interface is a gateway between the individual participants and what 

eventually becomes the collective thoughts of the group. Screens signal 

expectations about when to take turns and what kind of turns participants 

should take, thus enabling the management of messages. Screens take over 

much of the turn signaling behavior traditionally performed by facilitators. 

In this sense, screens behave in an indefinite amount ways but three 

common forms are to capture messages, to access and retrieve stored 

messages, and to manufacture new messages. 

Capturing Messages 

Screens create access points to other participants' comments. So, the 

screen functions something like a conduit to various message containers. 

Typically a groupware system employs comment entry screens that allow 

participants to produce messages by typing, editing, and submitting a 

message into the groupware system. Once in the system the message is 

available for other participants to see. Another screen allows participants 

to read submitted comments. The screens provide a means to capture the 

The eureka experiences in these two accounts points out how collaborative 
computing is a social product It is like a set of rules or laws that prescribe good behavior 
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beliefs and sentiments of the participants and make those comments 

publicly available. 

Messages as Data 

Typically, multiple screens will be available to all participants during 

any activity in the session. The ability to move through a series of screens 

not only gives the participants access to what others have said but it also 

shows different views of the database of messages accumulating during the 

activity. The submitted messages are referred to as "comments." 

Comments are organized by order of entry into the groupware system and 

by the container in which the comment was originally entered. Participants 

can access comments in a category by selecting the appropriate screen. The 

groupware system will return a category of comments that the participant 

can view and respond to by entering more comments. The category of 

messages is viewed by scrolling through the messages on the screen. To 

make a relevant contribution to the overall electronic discussion, 

participants contribute comments to the appropriate category and may also 

respond to a particular comment by including that comment's number. 

and create a basis for regulating bad behavior. 
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Comments are organized by categories that contain messages. The 

messages are not ordinarily organized by sequences or in issue formats. 

Instead, the messages exist as complete sub-units within the larger 

categorical unit. The tools set a stage for talk that prefers messages that can 

in turn be treated as self-contained units of information. Messages 

produced tend to be self-contained units that are more responsive to the 

general category than to other particular messages in the system. This 

makes the messages the messages more easily transportable across activities 

and topics since the messages are less likely to be entangled in a web of 

responses. Turn-taking also contributes to the portability of the messages 

since turns are primarily self-selected in terms of the categories of topics 

moreso than responsiveness to particular individuals. This also makes 

messages more easily transportable because the turn-taking separates 

authors from ideas. 

Manufacturing Messages 

The facilitator controls the options available to participants on their 

screens. The facilitator also has the ability to move the contents of any 
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message category into another discussion tool. This control helps the 

facilitator move the discussion forward and regulate sources of attention for 

participants. Most of these controls can be given to the participants. The 

ability to move pools of messages from one tool to another enable groups to 

refine, reject, or remake discussion content. The facilitator has access to a 

screen that contains "switches" for toggling various features of the system 

off or on. 

The influence of the facilitator takes place when the facilitator 

encourages people to fit their messages to the format expected by the 

various tools. Voting tools go the fiirthest in terms of regulating message 

production- Voting tools restricts turn-types to some numerical range. In 

other words, to offer an opinion the participant must transform their opinion 

into "yes" or "no" or to some interval ranking classification like "highly 

agree," "neutral," and "highly disagree." Through the tool, the participants 

select an evaluative claim and then submit it. 

The vote tools often allow participants to add comments in support of 

their submitted claim but the tool also allows the facilitator to tally the votes 
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and to construct the group's collective opinion. In this way, the tool enables 

the facilitator and the group to manufacture a collective message firom the 

evaluative claims submitted by the group. The results are shown through a 

report screen allowing the participants to see their collective opinion on an 

issue. 

The general method for producing information products and 

consensus in computer supported facilitation is accomplished by 

decontextualizing and universalizing participant messages in the decision

making discussion. This happens in part through the organization of turn 

taking. Messages are managed through the social technology of 

intervention that help shed messages of social/contextual features in way 

that transforms messages into data and information. 

Settlement 

Disagreements, conflicts, and differences of opinion are taken within 

computer supported facilitation to be primarily misimderstandings or 

irreconcilable points of view. The facilitator intervenes by encouraging 

more talk that will clarify the misunderstanding or that will uncover the 
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irreconcilable points of view. Talk is a means to bridge the gaps between 

points of view. Consensus is created through "buy-in." To get buy-in, 

computer supported facilitation encourages an exchange of messages where 

selection is based on the popular opinion of the group. For instance, a good 

message, or category of messages, will have a narrow standard deviation of 

opinion or creates a minimum level of dissensus (i.e., "we'll tolerate 20% 

dissensus on this one"). When a disagreement is more than 

misunderstanding, the process of resolution is conducted by encouraging 

group members to trade restatements of a proposal until the level of 

measurable consensus goes up and dissensus goes down. The resolution 

proceeds primarily on the elimination of messages on which there is 

dissensus. When a revised statement of a solution appears mutually 

acceptable, according to measured levels of consensus, then it stands as a 

solution to the original difference of opinion. The proposal has "buy-in" in 

that everyone accepts it. 

Facilitative intervention does more than simply regulate the 

participation of meeting participants. Facilitative intervention constitutes 
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new fonns of communicative activities for participation in decision-making. 

Facilitation transforms mere talk into communication. It is through 

intervention activities that transforms ordinarily talk into an effective 

communication event. The activities, whether enacted through imposition 

of rules or communication technology, make the achievement of 

understanding, consensus, information, and decisions possible. Once 

initiated, the facilitator's job is to regulate the activity—in so doing, the 

facilitator further constitutes the activity. This is the influence exerted by 

facilitation. Constituting and regulating activities to produce 

communication rests on numerous intervention choices that get taken for 

granted in the routine practice of facilitating (i.e., picking methods, deciding 

when/how to act, what to do with bad ideas). These choices hinge on the 

practical knowledge of facilitating and the goal of transparency. 

This differs in important ways from models of critical rationality 

where choice is resolved through assent to the better argument (see van 

Eemeren et al., 1993). The departure does not suggest that computer 

supported intervention is irrational but that it differs from norms of critical 
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rationality. It may be that computer supported evolution marks a selective 

adaptation for successfully creating agreements under contemporary 

conditions of disagreement and conflict. At the same time, the changes may 

mark a shift in what is conceived to be a nonnatively appropriate model for 

resolving differences of opinion. 

Procedural Choice and Substantive Consequence 

The normative models for interaction implicit in the nature of a forum 

supply resources for defining a problem, generating action, and for setting 

standards for content and output. The forums and the implicit models in 

forums are crucial elements in the production of knowledge and the micro-

foundations for intervention intelligence. 

When facilitators organize a meeting they help the users of the room, 

meeting owners, identify the needs and purpose of the meeting by creating 

an agenda. They then map the decision support tools to the agenda. Just 

like the social technology in mediation models, an ideal model for decision 

making embedded in the software tools gives shape to how a problem 

becomes defined and ultimately mated to a procedural solution. The case of 
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the electronic support for decision-making, in addition to mating problems 

and solutions, reveals how forums become embedded in social and material 

technologies thus further institutionalizing certain types of knowledge 

production processes. Group decision support software has different types 

of idea generation and selection tools built in. The software tools tend to 

reflect Dewey's (1910) normative model of decision making. The tools are 

used to structure the communication and ideas that arise in the 

communication. While the tool implementors, facilitators, can exercise 

great creativity in the application of the tools, the social technology reflects 

a preference for a logic of consequentiality (March, 1988). 

Forums, as March (1978) would suggest, represent a systemic form of 

rationality. In other words, the rationality of a forum is not found in the 

instrumental-calculating rationality of the individual participants. Nor will 

rationality of a forum be found in any particular outcome, since any one 

outcome may be more or less successftil depending on the particular 

application. Rather, the rationality of a forum is found in the collective 
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intelligence the fomm represents and promotes for handling dilemmas of 

practice. 

A forum represents intelligence because of the historical and 

experiential knowledge it has maintained through selection and adaptation. 

Every application of the routine meets some set of surprises for which 

adjustments are made—this is a fact of the field's history. These 

adjustments may become part of the routine or not. The emergent 

intelligence of a forum exists in the "truce" the forum represents. In the 

case of computer supported facilitation, the technology is an intellectual 

truce, or solution, to the paradoxes of practice. Nelson and Winter describe 

routine operation as a "comprehensive truce" that helps to manage the 

inherent conflicts that arise in coordinating people to accomplish tasks. The 

organizational truce of a forum exists in its exchange structure. The forum 

"selects" people of different status, interests, and points of view into a set of 

participation statuses that helps to define how and when to take turns and 

what kinds of things can be said (see Goffinan, 1981). A truce, according to 

Nelson and Winter, is patterned after the type of problem it solves and is 
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actively, though tacitly, maintained by the participants. While a truce may 

be a more or less felicitous procedural solution, the capacity of a forum to 

bring people together so they can interact is still one aspect of the 

intelligence of the social technology. 

The content a forum promotes is another aspect of an intervention's 

intelligence. The knowledge, beliefs, justifications, agreements, and 

compromises produced through the interaction in the forum are important 

the quality of the knowledge produced through the intervention. A forum 

reproduces a system of justification in the production of content. Dialogue 

based on scientific rationality, for instance, will likely lead to the 

acceptance and rejection of different types of claims than a dialogue based 

on judicial rationality (Gaskins, 1992). Moreover, most interventions, and 

organizations, are dependent on successfiilly linking types of forums in the 

transfer of knowledge and formation of policy. There is a complex mixing 

and matching of forums to share knowledge to accomplish collective tasks 

within and between groups and organizations. The actual knowledge 

produced within an organization may be more or less intelligent depending 



388 

on the appropriateness of a forum's preference system and the relevance of 

the knowledge produced. 

Mediation and the electronic support of decision-making are two 

cases that show, in part, the role of forums in the manufacturing of 

knowledge, solutions, compromises, and agreements. These cases reveal 

the role of forums in mating solutions and problems. Community mediation 

centers regularly train new volunteer recruits into a method for mediation. 

Mediation models used by different centers show some variation but 

primarily the models represent bargaining or therapy as modes of conflict 

resolution (Harrington and Merry, 1988; Jacobs, Aakhus, Aldrich, and 

Schultz, 1993). While both models prefer agreements, the basis for 

agreements in the bargaining model is on meeting each party's interests 

while in a therapeutic model the basis is on achieving a set of mutually 

validated interpretations of the conflict. Volunteers are trained in the logic 

of resolution and the skills for enacting the logic both in the actual 

mediation and the case intake process. During intake the case worker 

interviews and counsels the potential parties to determine if the case is 
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ready for mediation. During the mediation, the volunteer mediator 

implements the ideal model taught in the training session. In both situations 

the model for mediation, an idealized model of a forum, is central to 

manufacturing agreement between parties by making the problem fit the 

solution the center has to offer. 
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Appendix A 

General Interview Protocol 

Background Information: 

How long have you facilitated? How many facilitations? 
Who do you work for? How long? 
Have you worked elsewhere as a facilitator? 
What's your background/training/reading? 

What kind of facilitation do you do, i.e., what kinds of 
cases/projects do you take on? 
How do these kinds of facilitation differ? 
What do the clients come to you for? 
Why is facilitation needed? 

Would you "walk" me through a facilitation case from start to finish? 
How do you prepare? 
What do you do in the facilitation? 
Do you do follow-up? 
What kind of technologies do you use to facilitate? 

What makes meetings tough? 

Is there something about this case that you would do differently 
if you could? 
What are some good strategies to use? Why is it good? 
What should you never do as a facilitator? 

What is your role as a facilitator? 

How do you know that you've done a good job of facilitating? 



391 

What do you respect about other facilitators? 
Is there someone in particular that you respect as a facilitator? 
Why? 

What, if anything, does technology add to facilitating? 

What do you know now that you did not when you first started? 
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Appendix B 

Focus Group Interview Protocol 

The focus group interviews are organized around three general areas: 
general impressions of computer supported facilitation, computer supported 
facilitation, and computer supported facilitation tools. 

General rmpressions of CSF 

What do you tell people, who are not facilitators, what you do as a 
computer supported facilitator? 

What are client's most likely to misunderstand about computer 
supported facilitation? 

A friend who knew I was studying facilitation mailed these Dilbert 
cartoons to me. 

DILBERT #1 
Is this Dilbert cartoon fimny? 

DILBERT #2 
Is this Dilbert cartoon fimny? 

Why? 

Why? 

CSF Situations 

One facilitator I interviewed said the only obligation a facilitator has is 
to deliver on the meeting owner's objective. What do you think of this 
position? 

Facilitators have told me that bad ideas sometimes emerge in their 
sessions. Some facilitators say that they do nothing to these bad ideas 
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because they believe the ideas will eventually be eliminated and that it 
is not the facilitator's job to judge whether an idea is good or bad. 
Other facilitators say that they point out the bad idea to the group 
because they believe the bad idea will effect outcome quality and that it 
is the facilitator's job to make sure the group develops the best ideas. 
What bad idea(s) have you come across in computer supported 
facilitation sessions and what did you do about it? 

I have observed many facilitations in the past three years. On 
occasion, facilitators will enter comments or questions into the 
electronic discussion between participants. Under what circumstances, 
if any, would you do this? Why? 

A facilitator explained to me how a meeting sponser once tried to 
"hijack" the meeting from the facilitator. The sponser stood at the front 
of the room with the facilitator and continued to suggest new ideas for 
what the group could do during the meeting. It became obvious to the 
facilitator that the sponsor was trying to sabotage the meeting. So, the 
facilitator started to display a GroupSystems tool for each suggestion 
the sponsor made until the group finally said "let's use that tool the 
facilitator just displayed." In the remaining 15 minutes, the group 
nearly accomplished the agreed upon objective of the meeting despite 
the sponsor's active, but subtle, effort against the meeting's success. 
What efforts to sabotage meetings have you witaessed? What did you 
try to do about it? 

Downsizing firms by eliminating employees has been quite extensive 
in recent years. For example, AT&T recently reported that it plans to 
reduce its workforce by 40,000 employees during the next three years. 
Imagine that a potential client or project sponsor came to you wanting 
facilitated employee meetings where employee evaluations of fellow 
employees would be conducted. The client told you that the results of 
the facilitated meetings would be used for employee layoff and 
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retention decisions. The client wants to use ^ciiitation and Electronic 
Meeting Support (EMS) systems. 

What would facilitation and EMS contribute to this client's situation? 

What would you say to this client? 

What would you be thinking but not saying to the client? 

CSF and tools. 

Many facilitators have found applications or parts of applications they 
do not like. For instance, some facilitators have complained that (a 
particular groupware tool) on (groupware) can be confusing for the 
participants and that EBS produces more comments than can typically 
be handled within the confines of a meeting. These facilitators 
developed ways to work around what they saw to be limitations of the 
(groupware tool) application. What limitations, if any, have you 
noticed and how do you work around those limitations? 

On the other hand, some facilitators have found particular applications, 
like (groupware tool), to be very useful in almost any situation. Is there 
a particular application you like? What makes it so usefiil? 

What do you hope computer support can do for facilitation in the 
future? 
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