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Preface

This book is about cooperative work and the coordinative practices through which
order in cooperative work is accomplished.

The development of computing technologies have from the very beginning been
tightly interwoven with the development of cooperative work. Indeed, in important
respects the challenges facing cooperative work in different domains have at various
points been decisive in motivating and shaping crucial computing technologies such
as interactive computing and networking. Over the last couple of decades computing
technologies are also and increasingly being developed and used for coordinative
purposes, as means of regulating complex activities involving multiple professional
actors, in factories and hospitals, in pharmaceutical laboratories and architectural
offices, and so on. The economic importance of the applications of these coordi-
nation technologies is enormous but their design often inadequate. The problem is
that our understanding of the coordinative practices, for which these coordination
technologies are being developed, is quite deficient, leaving systems designers and
software engineers to base their system designs on rudimentary technologies. The
result is that these vitally important systems, though technically sound, typically are
experienced as cumbersome, inefficient, rigid, crude.

The research reflected in this book addresses these very practical problems and is
concerned with trying to establish—in the intermundia between the social sciences
and computer science—a conceptual foundation for the research area of Computer-
Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW). What is cooperative work in the first place?
Is it something of which we can talk and reason sensibly? Is it a category of practice
that can be observed, described, and analyzed in anything like a rigorous manner?
How do the many actors engaged in this kind of practice accomplish their tasks in an
orderly fashion, without succumbing to chaos? Can we distinguish classes of prac-
tices, coordinative practices, by means of which they do so? Can they be observed,
described, and analyzed? How are these coordinative practices organized? How do
they evolve? How do actors manage to organize routine cooperative activities? What
difficulties do they face and how do they cope with them? By means of which
conventions, procedures, techniques, etc. do they regulate their joint work? How
are these practices facilitated by traditional technologies, from paper and pencil,
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forms and binders, to time tables and archives? What are the costs and benefits of
such technologies? Which issues arise when such practices are computerized, when
control and execution of routines and schemes are transferred to computational arti-
facts? Can we devise computational facilities by means of which ordinary actors
themselves can develop their coordinative practices, devise methods and tools for
improved coordination?

Those are the kinds of questions I have been trying to answer in the course of
the last twenty–five years. They are not questions for which sociology has answers,
because they are not questions sociology has raised. They are questions raised by
the diffusion of computing technologies in cooperative work settings.

The book comprises three rather different bodies of text. The bulk of the book—
Part II—consists of articles written from 1991 to 2004 in which I have addressed and
explored the issues and problems of cooperative work and coordinative practices in
different directions. What unites these studies is a conception of cooperative work
that makes it a researchable phenomenon, amenable to a technological research pro-
gram. Instead of the ideological notion of ‘cooperation’ as an ethical imperative
or the sociological notion of ‘cooperative work’ as coextensive with the notion of
social nature of human conduct, these studies are based on a conception of cooper-
ative work as observable relations of interdependence that are formed in response
to practical exigencies but which then in turn require the development a family of
equally observable coordinative practices.

The purpose of assembling these articles, of which some have reached a large
audience and some not, is to place them together, back to back, and thereby highlight
their connectedness. In other words, the aim is to present a set of contributions to the
conceptual foundations of the field of CSCW that, although it is unfinished business
as far as a unified conceptual framework is concerned, is nevertheless sufficiently
elaborated and tested as an ensemble to be taken on: applied, extended, amended,
challenged. . .

The articles are reprinted without substantive changes. What changes I have
made are these. I have deleted ‘abstracts’ from articles that had any: they are use-
ful in journals or conference proceedings, as announcements to the busy reader, but
would here be more of a distraction. I have also removed the usual but often terse
acknowledgment statements. Typographical and other minor technical faults have
been corrected without notice. Similarly, incomplete or faulty citations and refer-
ences have been corrected, and citations and references have been reformatted to a
common standard.

However, although based on a common approach, these studies were not in a
strong sense conducted in a planned and goal-directed manner and the resulting
ensemble of articles evidently exhibits inconsistencies, false starts, in addition to the
inevitable repetitions. To provide the reader with an initial overview of the mean-
dering argument, Part I contains an introduction in the form of a ‘progress report’. It
gives a sketch of the development of the conception of cooperative work and coor-
dinative practices and, by making the underlying research strategy explicit, serves
to show how the different contributions are somehow connected.
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Finally, since the research represented by these articles has had, in part at least, a
distinctly programmatic character—the subtitle is intended to indicate just that—the
book is also an occasion to revert to where the journey started, to the issue of what
CSCW is all about. Not for the sake of whipping a dead horse, but simply because
the discussion is as topical as ever. In fact, as a research area CSCW is in disarray,
and it is time to reconsider CSCW’s research program. This is the aim of Part III.

Copenhagen, Denmark Kjeld Schmidt
1 May 2010
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