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the problem2

Group information management 
behaviors and systems are typically 
studied in terms of individual 
efforts toward organizing and using 
information, rather than focusing on 
social effects at the aggregate or 
group level.



background

Project Focus
Information organization, reuse by workgroups 
who share files using an online storage space

Motivation
Systems at this scale (small groups) not often studied; 
different from Internet, institutional repositories, PIM

Approach
Exploratory case study of groups using CTools system 
at UM [ http://ctools.umich.edu ]
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http://sakaiproject.org/portal/site/sakai-community/page/d89dabbf-a033-412f-80c4-a38931056b26
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method8

• Sixteen users of six different CTools project sites 
(4 men); at least 2 respondents per site

• Sites selected for variety (extracurricular, staff/admin, 
research group), activity level

• Respondents ranged from undergraduates to graduate 
students to long-time staff members

• Semi-structured interviews, focus on project, how the 
CTools site is used, site walkthrough

• Interviews were recorded, transcribed and coded
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site 1 site 2 site 3
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Despite the differences between 
sites, four common themes: 

1. MY stuff vs. YOUR stuff
2. First Do No Harm
3. Consequences of Clutter
4. Unmet Social Expectations



findings11

MY stuff vs. YOUR stuff
“Probably the biggest problem we have 
with CTools is that people tend to 

organize information different ways, you 
know like you have a picture in your mind 
of how you think it should be organized, 
and that’s not exactly how someone else’s 
brain works to organize things” 

[ -- Nancy, Site 3 ]



findings

First Do No Harm
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“I try not to [delete files]... so if another 
person goes looking for it, they can find it. 
The only times I delete, is when I post 
something more updated. And I’m sure 
that no one else will need the old 

version. Interviewer: How do you become 
sure that no one wants the old version? 
Josh: I only delete things I’ve posted.” 

[ -- Josh, Site 6 ]



findings13

“...You keep going and going and going and 
it’s more folders and some more folders 
and some more folders, so if you don’t 
really know, you’re not really familiar 
with... let’s see. 1,2,3,4,5 [levels]... yeah. So 
you really have to know your way around 
here or it can be quite intimidating.” 

[ -- Jennifer, Site 5 ]

Consequences of Clutter



findings14

“I did stop doing it [posting meeting 
minutes to CTools] for like a month, in 
January. The January meeting minutes 
are missing from CTools. I didn’t do it and 
nobody said anything. And I’m like, why 
do I keep doing this?” 

[ -- Linda, Site 2 ]

Unmet Social Expectations



conclusion15

Users’ choices about what to 
contribute to a repository, 
how the information within it is 
organized, and their reuse of the 
information are all influenced by 
social practices.
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Thank You!



related work

• Socio-technical gap -- Ackerman (2000):  The Intellectual 
Challenge of CSCW

• Mental models influence how groupware is used -- 
Orlikowski (1992): Learning from Notes

• Studies of shared workspace / group memory systems

• Berlin et al. (1993): Where Did You Put It?

• Mark and Prinz (1997): What Happened to our Document in 
the Shared Workspace?

• Knowledge management

• Markus (2001): Toward a Theory of Knowledge Reuse

• Lutters et al. (2007): Group Information Management
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the sample18

type users site age # files
accesses 
per wk.

site 1 extracurricular 26 2.5 yrs. 115 20.40

site 2 staff/admin 89 1 yr. 452 76.08

site 3 research group 11 4 yrs. 580 26.96

site 4 research group 11 1 yr. 120 24.88

site 5 research group 13 2.5 yrs. 894 22.73

site 6 extracurricular 18 1.5 yrs. 407 19.10



implications19

MY stuff vs. YOUR stuff:
Feedback / awareness information 

showing others’ aggregate use

First Do No Harm: Automatically generated usage metadata

Consequences of Clutter:
Help users see “hidden” commonalities 

and linkages across sites

Unmet Social Expectations:
Communicate information about recent 

views, additions and changes


