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ABSTRACT

We are interested in applying user centred and participatory
design techniques to the development of social software based
solutions for virtual communities. In this paper we present initial
work on a scenario and persona based approach to exploring
social software solutions for a globally distributed network of
researchers, designers and artists. The current prototype
implements a single sign-on solution to simplify access to
resources, and uses a mashup to bring together prototype solutions
for sharing information, joint authoring, sharing media, and
blogging.

INTRODUCTION

The Virtual Communities project, funded by the Australasian
CRC for Interaction Design (ACID), explores the use of social
software to support collaboration in distributed organisations. One
of our fields of investigation is a distributed network of
researchers, designers and artists, referred to here as BEE. We
have conducted a study to explore current collaborative work
practices in BEE and are currently designing a prototype that will
combine several social software tools to support a variety of
collaborative practices. We have chosen a scenario-driven
approach [1, 3] that links scenarios identified by our user study to
descriptions of the use of social software tools.

BEE

BEE currently has approximately 120 members who are located in
the Americas, Europe and Australasia. BEE is an introduction-
based organisation where new people must be seconded—this
occurs either because people know, or know of a person or their
work. This means that there may be differing types of
communication happening across the organization and different
strengths of ties. Some forms are weaker or less vibrant than
others, and people can be in clusters or isolated. Isolation here of
course refers to physical place, as there is already a shared body
of interest—a form of practice or scholarship that links one person
to another, or to groups of people. This common interest is why
the network exists. The main form of communication between
BEE members is an email list. In addition, BEE members meet
casually at conferences of common interest.

Anecdotally, we know that some people have left BEE because
they didn’t feel that they were getting enough from the
organisation—the people leaving were concerned that all that
happened were emails about things/ideas but no greater
development of community. There have been some musings and
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attempts to overcome the limitations of distance through the use
of technology, and these have either failed or are still in early
stages

STUDY

The number and variety of social software tools available has
been growing at a phenomenal rate over recent years. In the
Virtual Communities project, we have become particularly
interested in how social software can be used to support virtual
teams, and also in exploring which methods are appropriate for
designing solutions in distributed work settings. Working with
BEE has given us the opportunity to conduct a study which makes
progress on both fronts.

As the study participants were distributed all over the world we
used an online questionnaire to gather an initial set of data. The
questionnaire was deployed in June 2006. It focused on a range of
issues including attitudes towards the organisation, the technology
used to collaborate, common collaborative work practices as well
as future areas in which BEE members would like to collaborate.
We received 19 responses. As a follow up, one member of our
project team met up with BEE members at a conference in
September 2006 and conducted a number of in-depth interviews
in order to explore a range of issues, which had been identified in
the questionnaires in more detail.

Initial mockups and scenarios

We used scenarios in this initial phase to design a series of
mockups which were shown to BEE members as part of the in-
depth interviews. The scenarios used fictional personas [2] to
highlight a number of common work practices, which we
identified in the analysis of the questionnaire data. We used 4
scenarios:

* Sharing of interesting information: Two BEE
members regular exchange emails pointing to
interesting material. They would like to open up this
process to other interested group members without
burdening everybody on the mailing list.

e Joint authoring: Three BEE members co-author a
conference paper. They are looking for alternatives to
sending back and forth Word documents as email
attachments (see Figure 1).

* Media sharing: Two BEE members explore a set of
artistic concepts through an exchange of images and
drawings. They have experienced technical difficulties



in the past when trying to send large image files via
email.

* Blogging: A number of BEE members want to use BEE
not only as a forum for internal discussion but also as a
umbrella to present their work to the outside world.

Scenarios and social software trial
Each of these scenarios were linked to a certain social software
tool that was appropriate to support the described workpractices.
The scenario was followed by a description of the particular tool,
an explanation how it could be used in the certain context and
information about how to access the tool.

The rationale behind this approach was to link existing social
software tools to existing work practices in order to show under
which circumstances these tools could be used to address existing
collaboration problems.

Sharing of interesting information was linked to social
bookmaking services in general and del.icio.us' in particular.
Joint authoring was linked to web-based shared word processors,
in particular Writely® and for Media sharing we considered flickr®
and zoomr®. Out of the many available option for Blogging
software we chose WordPress’.

The scenarios and software descriptions were used in two ways.
Initially they were integrated into a web-based mockup that
demonstrated the basic idea of using social software tools.
Subsequently, modified versions of the scenarios that are
informed by the feedback gathered from the in-depth interviews
are used in the prototype we are currently developing.

PROTOTYPE DEVELOPMENT

Our design idea was to provide users with a range of different
services that would support different kinds of collaboration
through a web-based interface. The services were meant to be
linked in two ways. First, a common interface would allow access
to the scenarios and would guide users into using different social
software services using a single-sign-on solution. Second the
results from using these different services would be accessed
through the generated RSS and Atom feeds as well as accessed
through the respective service APIs (e.g. the set of tags users
create in del.icio.us). The resulting data would be aggregated on
the main page as a mash-up. (see Figure 2 for a simple
architecture of the prototype).

We developed an early conceptual prototype to explore service
and authentication options. Based on our experiences we are
currently developing a final prototype to be released to BEE.

Single-sign-on solution

Our experience with prior groupware deployments in similar
contexts showed that users find it difficult to remember the variety
of usernames and passwords required to log onto different
systems. While this is a common problem, it is aggravated by our
attempt to provide a platform that would allow users access to
different social software tools. We initially tested the feasibility of

! http://del.icio.us

2 http://www.writely.com
? http://www flickr.com
* http://www.zoomr.com

> http://www.wordpress.com

a number of services to be integrated into a single-sign-on
solution that would require the user to log on to our system only
once.
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Jorge Mueller is an academic in Sweden. Jorge is a prolific author of 4 /]
articles in the area of organisational management. He has many contacts
around the globe and has been a member of BEE since its inception. As he
attends many workshops and conferences to present his work he has

frequent opportunities to meet with members of BEE community, new and

old.

Hannah Lewis is 2 musician and educator who lives in Boston, USA. She Hannah Lewis
has been in the education industry for the last 10 years following a
successful career as a professional orchestral musician. She has been a
member of the BEE community for several years but has never really felt a
part of it, more lurking than participating, as she doesn't really know anyone
apart from her work colleague who invited her. She finds it too difficult to

develop relationships with people via email only.

Fred Harris is a professor in organisation theory and an actor. He currently
lives in New Zealand, but has spent time in Canada, USA, UK and Australia
Fred has just recently become a member of BEE and is interested in meeting
other BEE members. Although being in NZ he i physically isolated from the
majority of members he is very keen to “meet” people through the mailing

list.

Fred hasn't had much contact with the BEE community as yet being a new

member but has just been to a conference in Italy and managed to meet up

with Tom and Hannah for the first time face to face. Jorge, Hannah and Fred

all have an interest in music and organisational management. During their
time together over a few drinks they have had some interesting conversations
that have really fleshed out some ideas shared on the BEE mailing list. They
have decided that together they have the potential to write an interesting
paper for the conference next year. All have agreed that sending word
documents via email is something that they have had bad experiences with
and are wondering what they can do that will allow them to collaborate on a

document painlessly

Trial

Writely as a freeware collaborative documentation tool that runs on a
browser, there is no software download required. Documents can be created
in Writely or existing documents can be imported. When it comes time to
save the document it can done online in Writely or can be saved in various

formats such as word, PDF or html,

To share the document you are working on you invite people (via their email
address) to collaborate with you, allowing them to edit the document as
well. There is a limit of 50 people who can collaborate on each document. As

the owner of the document you can remove people’s access at any time.

By using Writely multiple authors can be working on the document
synchronously, although if they were to work on the same part of the text
they would be notified by Writely and would need to move onto another

area

Home > Scenarios > Scenario - Joint authoring >

Done

Figure 1. Joint authoring scenario and introduction to writely
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Figure 2. Simple architectur e of the prototype

Early exploration

An early conceptual model based on a Ruby-on-Rails
implementation explored a variety of service authentication
models. The two most mature social software toolkits that allow
access to a wide range of services are provided by Google and
Yahoo respectively. Google is currently the only service that
provides a homogeneous authentication ~API®.  The
authentication API allows users to obtain a token after an initial
authentication which can be used to gain access to a particular
service without having to authenticate repeatedly. Unfortunately,
authentication tokens only work on a per-service basis, so if
several Google services are meant to be accessed from within
the same application a user would have to register for each of
the services. A number of Yahoo services (e.g. flickr) provide a
similar token-based authentication mechanism. However
authentication across Yahoo applications is not consistent and
can vary across services or even within the same service’. An

8 http://code.google.com/apis/accounts/AuthForWebApps.html

" E.g. flickr used different authentication mechanisms depending
on whether a yahoo or a flickr account is used to access the
service.

interesting alternative is the use of services that allow
authentication through an external authority. Among the services
we considered, zoomr was one of the few services that accepted
an OpenID® URI.

Our early exploration showed that the current service
frameworks lack the maturity to provide a true single-sign-on
solution. The best possible approach in the current situation is a
single-sign-on, multiple-registration approach that would allow
a true single-sign-on once all the registrations have been
processed and all tokens have been obtained and linked to a
particular user. However, as most services don’t endorse
automatically generated user accounts, any user of such a system
would have to at least obtain user accounts for the service
providers used, in our case mainly Yahoo and Google. While
this might be a feasible approach for a technically oriented user
population we felt that it would too much of a burden for
members of BEE, who come from a wide variety of
backgrounds and have a broad range of technical experience and
knowledge.

8 http://openid.net/



Many mashups rely on the fact that a single user account is used
to gain access to a service (e.g. a developer provides a token to
access Google Maps). However providing access to a range of
services on a multi-user system is considerably more
challenging.

Current prototype

Given the problems we encountered and our limited timeframe,
we decided to implement a prototype using the social software
generating toolkit Ning®. Ning provides a set of templates that
include a range of social software tools. In addition it handles
user authentication and tagging. While much more limited in
functionality and design possibilities the framework is suitable
for the rapid development of an early prototype. Our current
prototype provides a limited set of the originally intended
functionality

CONCLUSIONS

We have described our experiences with a scenario-based design
approach for social software as well as some of the technical
implications of our design. The current prototype will be
released in mid October. During the time of our study BEE has
released a blog based on WordPress which provides us with
further possibilities for integration.
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