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Some case studies of ethnographic research.

The Presentation of Fieldwork Studies

The fieldwork studies we present here are a series of studies done over the last few years and done under varying auspices, at different times and places and by different researchers, although all were motivated by CSCW concerns. 

The presentation of each study consists of:

•
a table giving the date of the study, the approximate duration of the fieldwork and some relevant references, where available, from which a fuller discussion can be found. 

• 
a summary account of the study.

• 
a discussion of some salient features of the social organisation of work illustrated in the study.

The summary account of each study is an edited version gleaned from various reports, working papers and, where available, published materials. Although every attempt has been made to keep close to the original texts, and checked with the relevant authors where this has been possible, the selective accounts provided here are very much the responsibility of the authors. The presentation of the studies is not comparative in the sense of using a set of common dimensions across the studies. This would have required more knowledge about the social organisation of work than is currently available. 

We have attempted to provide as much detail as is necessary to convey an adequate sense of ‘what the work is like’ as well as highlighting those aspects which illuminate features of the social organisation of work. These are more fully dealt with in sections following the summary account of each study, ‘Emergent features of the social organisation of work’. These sections draw out features of the social organisation of work illustrated by the study. No claim is made that these are unique to the particular study concerned, only that they are suitably illustrated by it. Indeed, some of the features could be illustrated by a number of the studies. Nor are the features we identify necessarily ones which the original researchers identified. 

Finally, it is important to stress that the emphasis of this section is on the social organisation of work. Although the point of such studies is to inform CSCW design, design implications are featured rather less. This is not because we think them unimportant: our main concern here is with building a fuller understanding of the social organisation work activities.

Air Traffic Control

	Date
	Approx. Duration of Fieldwork
	Relevant References

	1990-3
	2 Months
	Hughes et al (1988); Harper et al (1989); Shapiro et al, 1991; Harper et al (1991); Harper and Hughes, 1993; Hughes et al, 1993.


Objectives of the Study

The study was directed toward using ethnographic investigation of ‘controlling work’ to inform the development of a prototype design tool for the rapid prototyping of interfaces. The study reported here was closely built upon a previous ethnographic investigation of air traffic controllers completed in 1989 (Hughes et al, 1988). 

Duration and Pattern of Fieldwork

In terms of the categorisation presented in the previous section this is ‘concurrent ethnography’ in which periods of fieldwork were systematically interspersed with debriefing sessions which served to inform the development of the prototype system. The fieldwork consisted of the close observation of the staff on a controlling suite, shift by shift over a total period of some 14 months but broken up into fieldwork periods of approximately two weeks followed by prolonged debriefings to inform the development of the prototype.

The Setting

Currently, the London Air Traffic Control Centre (LATCC) at West Drayton is responsible for coordinating all flights in UK airspace. The control room consists of 8 control suites, each dealing with 2 sectors of air space: that is, blocks of airspace defined laterally and vertically and layered into flight levels. The airspace of England and Wales is divided into 16 sectors. As an aircraft flies through controlled air space along static routes it is passed from sector to sector under the direction of Air Traffic Control Officers (ATCOs) whose main task is to ensure the safe separation of aircraft as well as the expeditious flow of traffic. Coordination between sectors is the core task of controlling. 

As indicated two sectors are controlled from a single suite. Fig. 3.1 shows a simplified arrangement of the Pole Hill suite which supports the 2 controllers who direct traffic in the adjoining Pole Hill and Irish Sea sectors.


Fig 3.1: Simplified Arrangement of Pole Hill Suite and Map of Pole Hill Sector

The suite arrangement is simplified and not to scale. In particular, Designator Strips are in fact all the same size (the size of a flight strip and the width of strip rack ‘bays’ is uniform. The map is included to show how Designator Strip positions correspond to geographical locations of the reporting points they represent.

The controlling team around a suite responsible for a sector normally consists of the radar controller for a sector, a ‘wingman’, or assistant controller, and a Chief. The active controller is responsible for the moment-to-moment control of aircraft. The assistant controller is generally responsible for collecting and checking strips as they are produced from the printer, and occasionally liaising with adjacent sectors. The Chief is responsible for non-standard flights and generally overseeing the suite. 

Radar controllers have 3 main instruments to support them. First, the radar display which shows a trail of blips representing a particular flight, with a data block alongside showing flight number and flight level. Secondly, RT links allow controllers to talk to pilots, radar controllers on other suites and to neighbouring airspaces. Thirdly, paper flight progress strips contains more detailed information about a particular flight. These are printed from a data base of filed flight plans and show more detailed information about the flight. (See below and Fig 3.2). 

The Work Process

ATC is a command and control system in the sense that virtually all the UK airspace is controlled from one command centre, LATCC. However, within the centre itself there is no centre of coordination. Coordination is achieved by controllers at the suites applying the rules and procedures of controlling using the technology ‘to hand’. Since, typically, an aircraft will fly through more than one sector, a great deal of coordination has to be done between sectors through sector controllers. Much of this can be done by ‘silent handovers’ when the relevant aircraft is at a bearing and height as specified in the formal procedures. Otherwise contact between the respective sector controllers is required.

At its simplest and most general, the controller’s problem is to organise the stream of air traffic as and when it enters the segment of air space for which he/she is responsible and thread it together into an orderly stream before handing over to the next sector. This scheduling has to be achieved in and through making the traffic flow. It is the ‘strips’ which are the crucial elements in the melding of the information available to the controller which also includes radar and RT. 

The controller has to apply the rules as set out in the Manual of Air Traffic Services which lays down, sector by sector, route by route, the procedures to which aircraft have to conform as well as defining flight and coordination levels for transfer between sectors. 

The ‘strips’

These are formatted strips of paper containing boxes of information relating to individual flights including next reporting point on the route, time due to pass that point, call sign of the aircraft, its ‘squawk code’, aircraft type. planned flight path, requested cruising height, departure and destination points. Strips are printed anything up to 40 minutes before an aircraft is due at a reporting point within the sector. Assistants tear them off the printer and place them above Designator Strips which signify the reporting point corresponding to the bay. The live strips are placed under these designators for each aircraft due to pass over the corresponding reporting points, usually on a top to bottom principle so that the strip corresponding to an aircraft moves down the rack as it moves through the sector until, once it is passed on, the strip is discarded. In addition to the live strips is a rack of pending strips maintained by the assistant to allow early coordination of future traffic.

As instructions are given to aircraft, controllers write these down on the strips using a standard set of symbols and different coloured pens corresponding to their role within the controlling team.

Working the strips

These are formatted strips of paper containing boxes of information relating to individual flights including next reporting point on the route, time due to pass that point, call sign of the aircraft, its ‘squawk code’, aircraft type. planned flight path, requested cruising height, departure and destination points. Strips are not a real time record of the progress of an aircraft until they accumulate the notes written on them by the controller. 



Fig 3.2 Examples of Live Flight Strips printed for a single aircraft

These strips are not based on actual flight strips but are included as examples of strip arrangement. Strips 1 and 2 are for the Ottringham and Pole Hill reporting points respectively, and would be placed in front of the Pole Hill sector controller. Strip 3 is for the Isle of Man reporting point and would be placed in front of the Irish Sea sector controller

The local culture describes a controller’s orientation to the configuration of traffic in the sector and the problems it poses as "getting the picture" and refers to various activities involved in controlling work, not least the regular habit of the incoming controller spending anything up to 10 minutes watching over the shoulder of his or her predecessor before taking over the position in order to ‘build up the picture’. An important part of this is "looking about 5 to 10 minutes ahead all the time...sometimes a little further than that", in order to get an idea of what actions need to be taken ‘now’. 

Strips are not some detached record but a visible and vital instrument of the work. ‘Working the strips’ is a means of achieving a solution to the scheduling problem. Once the strips are placed on the racks in front of the controller, they can be used as a resource, among others, to organise what the controller does. The next step is to order the strips in ways that reflect the work that needs to be done. Planes fly through a sector in a sequence which is reflected in the estimation of successive times at which an aircraft will pass the reporting points. These estimates are used by the controller to order the strips on the racks so that the next plane due at any point in time is, say, at the top of the rack, the last to arrive at the bottom. 

The strips are not related to the real-time events in the sky as represented on the radar screens since, at the time they are first printed, the aircraft the strips refer to are not yet the business of the sector controller; the aircraft is ‘pending’. The ordering of the strips at this stage is very much preparatory. Though the ordering may come to be seen, in as yet unpredictable ways, as in need of revision, supplementation or, indeed, correct, the business of the controller at this stage is ordering this resource so that what he/she may require from them is available in useful ways. It is making the strips ‘come to be at hand’. Typically, the bulk of the time estimates on the strip are fairly accurate and, as a consequence, so is ordering the strips into a time sequence. This means that a controller will know immediately where a strip is, what special features need to be taken into account, and so on.

The point of this preparatory ordering is that it enables the controller to get a clear idea of what decisions will need to be made in the near future. It shapes the controller’s attention in terms of what is likely to be happening in the sector, what is special, what is routine, what needs to be anticipated, etc.. Although some of these may be of no immediate concern, controllers mark out such problems by slightly lifting the strips out of the rack - ‘cocking them out’ - so that when the strips become live, the controller will already have prepared them so that what they indicate is available not only to the controller but to others in the team.

‘Working the strips’, making them ‘at hand’, continues once they become ‘live’ on receipt of a radio message from the aircraft when it enters the sector or nears the reporting point. The controller selects the appropriate strip and moves it down to the live strip section on the rack. However, the now live strip is not just placed anywhere on the rack but is placed in sequential order - for example, the latest at the top, old and finished strips exiting from the bottom. The order reflects, and helps organise, the fact that decision-making is a sequential matter.

As indicated earlier, the strip is used to display information which is not part of the computer output. Updating is provided by the members of the team using the strip as a notepad in ways described earlier. For example, as controllers instruct pilots to ascend or descend, or follow particular headings, etc. these instructions are written on the relevant strip, as are the pilot’s acknowledgement and the attainment of the instruction. Other information may also be written on the strips, such as unusual routes, symbols designating ‘cross-overs’, unusual destinations, and so on. Strips come to embody the control history of a particular aircraft. 

When an aircraft has crossed the relevant navigation-reporting point, a cross is put through it as a marker that the controller’s work has been completed.

The way in which the controller organises the strips, organises information about the state of the sector as well as organising the work that will need to be done and, through this, organising the traffic. Strips play a key role in enabling controllers to use the radar quickly and effectively and achieve ‘good technique’. The organisation of the strips is a ‘proxy orderliness’ for the configuration of the traffic flow. While the radar is a computer generated 2-dimensional representation of the relationship of the elements of the traffic, the strips are the means by which the patterns on the screen, and thus the sky, can be seen as the patterns that they are. 

The resources available to the controller - strips, RT, and radar - are mutually determinative for what it is they indicate in that each is ‘made sense of’ by what the others indicate; a process of ‘making sense’ that is, typically, ‘at a glance’.

The picture as a sequence of working tasks

Earlier what was described, in terms of the local culture, as "getting the picture" refers, among other things, to the controller’s capacity to "keep it all together"; to see and give coherence to the patterns of aircraft movements under varying conditions. It is also important to working out the organisation of a set of tasks. Controlling work is not like an assembly line in which a recurrent sequence of steps has to be followed through, but is one in which the work consists of putting the tasks to be done into a sequence of steps that can be followed through. Interactions with pilots and with other members of the controlling team are not isolated contacts but part of a developing sequence whereby current steps are built upon previous ones and shaping subsequent ones, and their sense derived from this location within a stream of actions. The picture, from this point of view, is seen as a display of a set of task requirements. This is how the controller is looking at the information presented in the strips, the radar, from the RT: to see what needs doing ‘now’, ‘in a moment’, ‘sometime later’, and so on. 

Using the rules

The rules of air traffic control, and which it is the responsibility of the controller to apply, are contained in the constantly updated Manual and Air Traffic Services. This specifies in detail the ‘rules of the road’ including the routes, procedures, and the regulations to be followed by aircraft in controlled airspace and by controllers in directing the traffic. But the rules do not stand in some disembodied relation to the work of controlling, but is integral to its activities. The rules have to be imbibed as activities that constitute controlling as a situated and artful skill. They furnish instructions for controllers to see the information ‘at hand’, much of this information provided by the technology. 

The rules are, however, discretionary in that the rules have to be applied within the situation of the unfolding details of air traffic in real time rather than following a plan which determines in advance what a controller should do next. There are always inevitable and contingent factors, including technical troubles, of various kinds, which have to be dealt with. 

The team work character of controlling

Although much of the moment-to-moment burden of controlling is the responsibility of the radar controller, it is a team which operates the sector suite. The formal specification of the respective duties of the suite personnel are set out in the Manual of Air Traffic Services which lays down that under normal traffic loads a suite will consist of 2 controllers, a Chief, and Assistant Controller, or ‘wingman’, and an assistant. This pattern is designed to service the radar controllers. However, there is more to the team work than this formal division of labour. A ‘working division of labour’ is closely related to the interdependence of activities around the suite and the ‘at a glance’ availability of information on the strips. A great deal of mutual checking goes on, again typically ‘ at a glance’, and with a minimum of verbal interaction. 

Emergent Features of the Social Organisation of Work

Real Time Decision Making, Rules and Plans 

Within a sector a controller’s task is to make the traffic flow safely and expeditiously using the procedures of air traffic control and the information ‘to hand’ provided by the strips, radar and RT. As said earlier, the controller’s task is a scheduling one, but this is not according to some predetermined centrally specified plan. The procedures are a resource through which a sequenced flow of traffic is achieved in real time using the information available. Although there is no central plan to ATC the controller’s work at the console is intensely planful in the sense that he/she has to make decisions in real time, that is, making decisions ‘now’ as part of the unfolding implementation of the rules, and sometimes doing so with ‘what if...’ contingency plans in mind should some proposed course of action prove, in the event, unfeasible. 

It appears that controllers ‘build a picture’ of the state of the sector by relating traffic to a schematic of that sector’s characteristics. For example, in a sector where two routes cross each other, building up the picture means looking for the alignment of traffic in a ‘single file’ relative to the main axes - though not simply so since aircraft have different performances and some may be ‘catching up’ while others ‘fall behind’. This feature is both a characteristic of the sector and a condition which the controller needs to actively create. It is a schematic in that not all flights will conform, or be capable of being directed to conform, straightforwardly to this pattern. Some will turn from one airway onto another, which may involve them crossing over flight coming in the opposite direction. Others may be completely non-standard, such as military flights crossing airlanes. ‘Getting the picture’, the planfulness of controlling, means working out what proportion of flights fit the scheme, and with what variation, and what proportion are exceptions; assessing these for the kind of action required and planning for them within the rules and procedures.

Air traffic is constantly on the move. Even when in holding patterns they are moving with respect to other aircraft and need to be attended to. A sequence of traffic has to be achieved in and through the flow of traffic in an interplay with a sequence of decision-making. Again as indicated earlier, ATC is a discretionary system in that there is no central administration of a plan for the traffic flow and it is up to the skilled judgement of controllers, in cooperation with the controllers of other sectors, to apply the rules and procedures to the actual flow of air traffic. It is knowing the rules and procedures which enables controllers to see the patterns of traffic and their implications as a sequences of tasks which need to be done.

One of the chief characteristics of the radar controller’s work is ‘buying time’ in order that more of it can be devoted to the difficult problems. In other words, controllers are not merely looking to schedule the distribution of their attention but are as much concerned with the kind and amount of attention that they will need to give to the aircraft under their control. Part of achieving this is using standard flight profiles for the majority of the aircraft under control at any one point in time so that more deliberation can be given to other aircraft within the overall configuration which are more of a problem. As was pointed out earlier, unlike an assembly line the flow of air traffic is a developing sequence - an ‘entrained’ sequence (McGrath, 1990) - rather than a strict one-step after one-step at a time in a predetermined sequence of steps.

In other words, the relationship of the rules and procedures of controlling to the actual situation and activities of controlling is not one of determination but one of making judgements in the light of the constantly unfolding circumstances. Occasionally, situations arise, often as a consequence of the system itself, where the rules need local amendments in order to conform to their spirit. For brief example, occasionally aircraft have to be put on conflicting headings in order to deal with a particular problem, knowing that ‘in a few minutes’ the first problem will be returned to and resolved. Rules cannot determine their own application but need to be ‘filled in’ by those who use them, since it is only on such occasions that the practicalities of what the rule or the procedure involves can be made relevant for the situation to hand. It is as actions that the rules and the procedures have their voice within a pattern of work. It is the understanding rules and procedures, such as those used in air traffic control, as features of the practical actions done within the setting which, in this case, constitutes the skill of controlling. Acting-in-conformity-with-the-rules is to exercise competence in knowing the ‘just whats’ which will satisfy the rules. 

Working Division of Labour and Team work

There is a division of labour around the suite which is specified in the Manuals of Air Traffic Services and these specifications are closely related to the various tasks each member of the team performs. It is a division of labour which is oriented to by members of the team and used by them as a resource for organising the sense and the activities of the working environment. The notion of ‘working division of labour’ is intended to direct attention not so much to the division of labour as an abstract specification, but to the actual course of activities as they are socially organised and understood by parties to the work (Anderson et al, 1989). In this case, the notion brings out a vital element of the team work around the suite in that although formally each member of the suite team have their separate tasks and responsibilities, they also attend to the activities of others in the team. 

The notion of a ‘working division of labour’ is intended to capture the sense of the work as experienced - as mundane, ordinary and moment-to-moment - by parties to that division of labour. From this point of view, work is not encountered as a set of discrete tasks involving chunks of data and distinct procedures, but is more like a free flowing gestalt contexture with activities overlapping, moving through foreground and background in response to, and constituting, the situation as it develops. It is through a collectively developed, negotiated and evolving knowledge and practice - not, of course, perfectly matched across all members - that the work of controlling is achieved. The orientation of the individual within the social organisation of the work is not primarily to the work as a whole, but rather to the tissue of connections and separations as they fan out from the particular position which s/he occupies. The orientation to the working division of labour is an ‘egological’ one (Natanson, 1986; Anderson et al., 1989), concerned with engaging one’s own activities, the boundaries with the activities of others, and the technology and other resources at hand, in terms of ‘decisions-that-I-can-make’ and ‘actions-that-I-can-take’, as against those that others deal with. Working through the stream of tasks means ‘doing-what-I-can-do’, and passing tasks on to others so that they can do what they do. Though often involving extremes of skill, judgement and coordination, and thus intensive ‘work’, its smooth accomplishment can render the working division of labour silent and virtually invisible. ‘Gearing into’ the work (Gurwitsch, 1979) is about having the resources of knowledge and practice with which to understand these elements and relations, and inserting oneself into the flow. 

Thus, and for example, much of the interaction of the team members around the suite is unspoken, routinely limited to gestures such as pointing to strips or to the radar, ‘cocking strips out’, reviewing them, and so on. Strips are ‘glanced at’, ‘taken heed of’, ‘ignored for now’, etc., not just when they arrive but continuously so making their information ‘at hand’ and ‘in hand’. The activities within the ‘working division of labour’ are governed by structures of relevance in that what is taken heed of, what is necessary for the task in hand, what is ignored for now, has very much to do with each person’s responsibilities though not in any predetermined fashion, but rather in a way which is responsive to the requirements of the moment. What a controller feels he or she needs to know, what the screens or the strips indicate, is worked out on a moment to moment basis as the situation unfolds. 

As an additional example, a ‘wingman’s responsibilities are mainly to do with checking strips as they are output from the computer; checking the information on them and making them ready for when needed. By attending to the controller’s current work and the display of ‘live’ and ‘pending’ strips, ‘wingmen’ can work out appropriate headings, levels, routings, and so on, to facilitate the tasks of the radar controller. It is knowing what others in the team are doing and how one’s own work can be made to fit into that cooperative effort. As indicated, much of this intra-suite coordination work is unspoken, relying on the ‘know how’ and the ‘know what’ and, importantly, the trust among members of the team that they ‘know what they are about’. ‘Cocking out’ strips is another way in which mutual monitoring goes on. What this does is bring a flight to the attention of the controller, though this is also something the controller sometimes does as a reminder. Such activities, and there are many more instances that could be cited as illustration, are all aspects of the implicit social organisation of work, learned, understood and continually worked at and relied upon by members of the team. Much of this is taken-for-granted, but it is essential to the performance of the work as a seamless sequence of tasks that have evolved as a means of smoothly integrating separate responsibilities and tasks into an overall flow of work done by a team.

Team work is something which needs to be actively recreated in response to the constantly changing flow of traffic. Thus, for the radar controller to focus ‘single-mindedly’ on the job it is important that s/he knows that the strip delivered by the assistant has already been scrutinised by someone with immediate knowledge and experience of what is going on; that particular coordination problems and non-standard flights can be passed to the chief to handle; that the active management of the strips is available for all to see so that they can work up ‘the picture’ for themselves without having to ask for explanations, and so can be expected to handle tasks delegated to them competently; that puzzling situations or apparent errors can be discussed with other members of the team; and that they are independently and competently on the ‘qui vive’ for problems and looming catastrophe. Hence it is a working division of labour, which is social through-and-through, which supports safety.

Representation and ‘at a glance’ availability of the work

One of the features of the work which facilitates smooth team work is the ways in which the work activities are made available ‘at a glance’. Routinely, mutual monitoring of the state of the sector and what this indicates in the way of work activities, is done without undue inquiry or other verbal interaction; it is done ‘at a glance’. This is not just a property of the radar controller’s attention, but also one which is important for the activities of other members of the team. The ‘at a glance’ availability of the work is embodied in the public readiness of the strip as a worksite of controlling and a function of its placement on the suite. They come to embody a history of the flight and, together with other strips, a recent history of the state of the sector and can be used as a resource for others to make sense of what is going on and ‘where we are now’. 

The suite is also rich in representations of all kinds, including the strips, the radar, maps, weather indications, many if not most of them standardised and conventional displays of information. Indeed, the work of ordering the strips, and its relationship to the radar display and information from RT, stand as a proxy orderliness for the ‘order in the skies’ created through the controlling work. As we say this is achieved through the moment-to-moment practical accomplishment.

 

Small Office in Training Centre

	Date
	Approx. Duration of Fieldwork
	Relevant References

	1994
	5 days
	Rouncefield et al, 1994


 

Objectives of Study

The objective of the study of a Training Centre Office (TCO) attached to a hotel and jointly run by a university and a hotel company, was the hope that a more effective use of IT might achieve a better balance between the various elements of the work, especially in terms of what was seen as excessive paperwork. It was also stressed that any such innovations had to have a positive impact on the staff in increasing the variety of their work rather than having to spend most of the time at a terminal. Currently, while one member of the staff coordinated University business, one external business, and the other involved in both, the intention was to train staff to an equivalent level so that they could deal with any business and not only make the work more interesting but also build in more flexibility. The manager was also keen to develop a ‘proactive customer culture’ that was more able to anticipate customer needs and did not treat them as a problem. This idea of being proactive rather than reactive was a feature of all the staff comments about the expected benefits that IT could bring. By releasing extra time and improving output, IT would enable them to "crack on". 

The fieldworker’s remit, however, was to undertake a short period of fieldwork in the TCO, the results to be fed back to the Manager of the office who, in consultation with the other staff, determine any changes in IT strategy for the office. 

Duration and Pattern of Fieldwork

The fieldwork encompassed five days in total and designed to include both ‘quiet’ and ‘busy’ days. It also included observation of a staff meeting when the coming week’s business was discussed as well as spending some time with each of the workers getting them to describe the work they were doing, examining how coordination was done, and tracking the process of document production and distribution. Informal interviews were conducted in order to clarify issues that had arisen during the fieldwork.

As indicated in Section 2, this study is an example of ‘quick and dirty’ ethnography. 

The Setting

As stated earlier, this research was an opportunistic study which grew out of a request by the manager of Management Training Centre Office (TCO) attached to a Hotel to study their work routines. The complex is managed jointly by a university and a hotel company. The TCO is responsible for coordinating and managing training sessions, workshops and conferences booked both through the university and external clients. The hotel side of the complex is looked after by staff employed by the hotel company. The TCO staff are employed by the university. 

The TCO has a manager and three other employees who book the facilities, collate the information and disseminate it to the various units within the complex. They also provide clerical services, do promotional work and even attend to the physical layout of the training facility and its resources. Computer facilities in the office include PCs whose use is primarily confined to word processing and the production of templates and memos. Although other packages are available, such as an accounts programme, these are not used mainly because the staff do not have time to learn them. 

The TCO is a ‘typical’ small office. Despite some obvious individual and idiosyncratic features, it contains many of the items which would be recognisable to anyone used to working in a small office. It is a medium sized room with access to a ‘front desk’ in the training centre where customers request services they may require. Three secretaries work in the office each with their own PC linked through a network. Besides a photocopier and a fax machine there is also a Hotel Bookings terminal which is used to check the availability and take-up of accommodation. A filing cabinet contains information about external clients, and card indexes and files above and around the desks contain the paperwork which is used in the work. Another cabinet, the Date File, contains future bookings while another, the Move Forward File, acts as both a reminder of work to be done and an indicator of the progress of a booking. Finally, on the table near the Hotel Bookings terminal rests the Diary, or "Bible" as it is referred to, which is an outline of confirmed and provisional bookings, along with customer requirements for the present and future weeks. (Figure 3.3 is a plan diagram of the office layout).

 



Fig. 3.3 TCO Office Layout

A key feature of the work is the need to attend to details which is reflected in the amount of paper work: details of accommodation requirements, conference needs, meals, cleaning, and so on. At the same time, the staff need to respond to client requests which, it is constantly stressed, is a major part of their responsibilities. The work, accordingly, can be described as balancing ‘computer work’, ‘paper work’ and ‘people work’.

The Work Process

A division of labour organised the work into University and External business. A secretary coordinated each of these while the responsibilities of the other staff member was split between the types of business. In significant respects however the work was very similar. Nevertheless, the division of labour between the respective origins of the business, and the amount of work that was involved, meant that ‘helping each other out’ was not always as smoothly and as ‘professionally’ done as the staff wished. By taking responsibility for each side of the business, the member of staff was able to get a sense of the flow of work, the time scale of needed actions from the paperwork that appeared on her desk, from the ‘post it’ notes on Enquiry Forms, and so on. The organisational of work activities reflected the ‘egological principle’ (Anderson et al, 1989) in which the ‘horizons of relevance’ of each member of staff were shaped by their respective responsibilities. This was practically exhibited in flows of information, tasks to do, things to check, coordinating between the two sides of the business, all of which tended to be specific to the workaday experiences of each member of staff. 

Much of the work, seen as a series of information processing activities, consisting in responding to enquiries and dealing with their implications for the TCO and the Hotel. 

Dealing with enquiries

Enquiries are dealt with by recording name, address, group, phone number, details of requirements, etc. on pink Enquiry sheet (Conference or meetings) or a blue Dalton Suite sheet (weddings). The available hotel accommodation is checked from the Hotel terminal. Training Centre rooms are checked for their availability from the Diary. Checks what rates, if any, have been quoted in the past using Trace Card. This may require consulting the External Business File. If it is just an enquiry another memo is written to ring back, put into Move Forward File or Lost Business File. If a booking the Reservation Form is filled out and sent to the Hotel Reception. The Provisional Booking Form template is called up on the computer, details completed and then sent to client with confirmation booking form taken from files. These details are also entered in the Provisional Booking File and into the Move Forward File which is looked at daily by all three staff. Entered into Diary, Call Sheet and Trace Sheet which are used by the Hotel for marketing and sales analysis. 

The next set of processes follow the return of the confirmation booking form. The Daily Timetable, or Function Sheet, becomes the central document in the next chain of paperwork. The original information on the Enquiry Form is copied onto the Function Sheet and other subsets of this information transcribed onto other forms and sheets. The Confirmation Booking Form initiates a memo and daily timetable accommodation requirements form and an accounts sheet. If there is a cancellation a Cancellation and Lost Business form is completed. The Dairy is completed and a copy of the Function sheet placed in the Date files. 

The Business Summary Sheet, known as ‘the Bible’, is drawn up 1-2 weeks in advance from the Diary and the Function sheets placed in the Date File. Copies are sent to all departments and this dictates the work of those departments during the relevant weeks. The Function sheets are used for drawing up instructions to caterers,, cleaners, room arrangements, coffee times, door signs, etc.. 

At the weekly staff meeting the Function sheets are gone through, the bookings for next week looked at, requirements determined, etc., and instructions passed on to the relevant member of staff. 

The step by step movement of information from sheet to sheet is a ‘modal transformation’ whereby one set of information is turned into another set with different procedural relevances for the actions of others. 

Getting the paperwork done

‘Doing work’ in the office was primarily seen in terms of the production and processing of paperwork - forms, diaries, schedules, records, etc.. Even selling, which the staff enjoyed and sought to develop further, was manifested in and through the production of paper. A major characteristic of ‘getting the paperwork done’ was its relentless repetition. much of it completed by hand. Most forms contained information which was principally, sometimes solely, derived from other forms, and many forms shared essentially similar information derived either from the original Enquiry Sheet or the Daily Timetable. 

Working with interruptions

The above is an idealised version of the standard procedures for dealing with enquiries and generating the necessary paperwork in order to organise the various information and services that need to be put in place. In practise, the work rarely took this idealised form. A noticeable feature of the work, and one commented on repeatedly by the staff, was the ‘constant interruption’ to the processing of the work as described above. These were typically high during the morning and least later in the day. They commonly took the form of the Front Desk bell, the telephone, unexpected arrivals and inquiries from colleagues from both the office and the hotel. 

Paradoxically, these ‘interruptions’ consisted of aspects of the work that the staff said they most enjoyed, namely, contact with customers, and which ‘interrupted’ the work they least enjoyed, namely, the paperwork. Another irony is that the ‘interruptions’ were often events which initiated the paperwork in the first place, that is, enquiries about bookings and other arrangements. 

Emergent Features of the Social Organisation of Work

Coordination through paperwork

Many of the work tasks consist in processing documents of various kinds as coordinating ’mechanisms of interaction’ not only for the office but also as a means of communicating actions that need to be done by the hotel staff. This coordination was achieved through various ‘transformation processes’ in which a base of information was selectively drawn upon and recorded for the relevant files and ensuring actions. Typically, the documents which constituted these various processes were strictly formatted and organised into a set of routine processes.

This feature of coordination of actions through paperwork is a very ordinary one in bureaucratic organisations large and small. What this feature calls attention to are the ways in which documents, treated as elements within a socially organised pattern of work, are indicative of and implicative for a variety of actions (See Hughes and King, 1992; King and Hughes, 1994). It is in this respect that the documents are organisational objects in that they are seen and understood as representing and having implications for organisational activities. They are not simply records of ‘actions taken’, though this is one of their important functions, but can also have implications for ‘actions to do’ and, more than this, ‘actions taken’ and ‘actions to do’ by relevant organisational personnel. That is, the documents embody instructions as to what is to be done, when, and how. It is this last feature which displays the fact that documents such as these are integrated within the normative structure of organisation. Documents can be ‘traces’ and, thus, not only constitute a record of ‘what was done’ but also who ‘should have done it’. 

Coordinating work in real time

Although the office is small, a considerable amount of the work deals with coordination of activities as information resulting from enquiries is modally transformed through the various processes. These transformations take place in real time and crucial aspects of them are dependent on the actions of others, such as a customer confirming a booking, presenting requests for facilities, and so on, as well as being ‘interrupted’ by other tasks which are unpredictable as to when they occur and what they might occasion. In other words, the timing of the sequences of activities was dependent upon events external to these sequences, some of these events necessary to the completion of the sequences, such as the confirmation of a booking, and others entirely contingent and unpredictable, such as the front desk bell or a telephone call. 

Ecology of coordination and awareness

The organisation of the paperwork as visible in the arrangements of the office space: the files, filing cabinets, card index systems, computers, and so on. Much of what constitutes ‘doing the work’ consisted of movement around the office taking forms from one file to another, amending or copying the details of different forms and locating them elsewhere in the ecology of the office. The spatial organisation of the paperwork - where files are, which files contain which forms, etc. - constitutes a ‘working map’ for the workers in the office and provides the ‘at a glance’ availability of what people are doing, what stage they are at in the work, how quickly they are getting the work done, and so on. 

In many respects the ecology of the office is a standardised one for those who use it. Its layout provides a sense of the organisation of the work which is constantly reproduced through its use. ‘Knowing the job’ involves not just knowing the office procedures but, as part of these, knowing the spatial organisation of the office in its details.

The ecology of the office is a socially constituted arrangement which facilitates the coordination and awareness of the work. For those who ‘know the office’, its arrangements offer affordances for ‘seeing at a glance’ where someone is in the course of the work activities. This is not just a matter of seeing ‘in general’ how the work is going, what more needs to be done, and so on, but is also a means of coping with ’interruptions’ in the course of ‘doing something else’. The ‘present’ state of the office space, the accumulation of paper documents on a desk, attached ‘post it’ notes, jottings, memos, and the like, are examples of ‘territorial markings’ used by staff to indicate where they are in the course of current work. 

An important feature of this ‘marking’ are those affordances arising from paper. Not only are piles of paper visible but because of the paper driven character of the work, there is a commonplace relationship between, for example, the placement of the amount of paper on a desk and the amount of work done or ‘yet to do’. Similarly, ‘interruption’ from the current processing of documents can be handled through a procedure, ‘begin where you left off’. 

The ecology is also a moral order in that given the ‘working division of labour’ which is also a division of responsibilities, ‘missing items’, ‘forms not yet done’ or ‘delayed’, ‘work not yet completed’, can be seen as ‘someone’s responsibility’. This is not necessarily an occasion for blame but also one for ‘seeing who needs help’ when ‘pulling together’ is needed. 

The ecology of the office is an achieved public space using the arrangements of its ‘objects’ to facilitate the shared awareness of the flow of work, including its ‘interruptions’ and, through this, affording a means of coordinating in real time the division of labour through the paper records. 

Local Knowledge

Working in and through the system depends upon ‘local knowledge’ which is not simply an adjunct to the pattern of work activities, but essential to them. Such ‘local knowledge’ is knowledge of the particularities of the work as exhibited in its day-to-day routines. Although much of the paperwork deals with standardised formats, and much of it is routine and repetitive, the particularities of customers, and their requests, are noted and recalled by the staff, where files have ‘gone’, war stories, strange names, and all the multifarious ways in which experienced workers display their ‘know how’ and the ‘real world’ organisation of the work’s activities. It is knowing how to use the system as an ordinary, taken-for-granted, commonplace organisation of work activities. 

Branch Office in Building Society

	Date
	Approx. Duration of Fieldwork
	Relevant References

	1993
	Two Weeks
	Randall and Hughes, 1994


Objectives of the Study

This study arose out of an invitation by a financial services system developer for a ‘sanity check’ on a structured model of the transactions and information flows within a building society that was to be used as a possible basis for system development. Our brief was to look at the daily work of the front office in order to throw light on whether the presumptions made in the model about the nature of the work were consistent with the work as actually done of a day-to-day basis. 

Duration and Pattern of Fieldwork

The ethnographic fieldwork lasted for approximately two continuous weeks in the ‘front office’ of a building society. Although this is not an ‘in-depth’ study, sufficient material about the character of the work provided sufficient material to suggest that in crucial respects the model poorly expressed important facets of financial transaction processing, particularly in respect of the work of the cashier, the ‘interface’ between the customer and the organisation.

The study can reasonably be described as an evaluative ethnography since its main aim was to test the assumptions of an existing model. 

The Setting

The work place was a typical office within a building society consisting of a counter behind which is a large office space containing desks, telephones, cupboards, filing cabinets, ledgers, typewriters, and so on. To hand the cashier has a menu driven computer screen which can be used to provide information about accounts, recent transactions, etc.. Under the counter are relevant forms, such as paying in slips, cash drawers, stationery, and such like. Round the desk space is other relevant information including memos from Head Office as well as various ‘post it’ notes for more local use. Elsewhere in the building are offices for the manager and interview rooms for dealing with more prolonged customer business, such as mortgage applications.

Customers enter the branch and go to one of the counters to be served. If no counters are currently available, as regularly happens during busy times of the day, then customers queue in roped off lanes and then wait until a counter is available and go to that on a ‘first come, first served’ principle. 

The office investigation was in one of the urban branches of a relatively large regional building society. 

The Work Process

The cashier is the ‘interface’ between the organisation and the customers of the building society. The cashier directly services the customer and passes on other information and work dealt with by others in the organisation. To hand is much of the equipment and information that the cashier will need in the matter of course treatment of customers and their requests. Thus a customer request or transaction is entered into the system by the cashier, and starts its journey through the organisation. It is coded and standardised as information and fed into bureaucratically organised channels. In many ways, the work process consists of classic office procedures in which activities are defined by rules which determine what should follow from what. In this way the system achieves a high level of predictability and efficiency of functioning. 

The customer driven nature of the work

However, although the work of the cashier is procedurally driven in that, with respect to a given transactions, the steps are laid out, much of this work is customer driven. The flow of work begins with the customer and is customer driven in that it is what this customer wants here and now which will determine what work the cashier will have to do here and now. Although much of the work is routine, such as bringing ledgers up-to-date, filing and all the other typical activities of the office, although there are variably busy periods of the day and of the week, it is the customer who takes priority: a priority reinforced by the building society’s policy of ‘customer care’. 

Customers structure their enquiries in a number of ways, including making a series of requests at the beginning or, alternatively, waiting until an initial request has been completed before making a second, or simply making a simple request such as for a withdrawal. However, the cashier does not know the nature of the request until the encounter is underway. It may be a single request or it may consist of multiple requests. 

Transactions can, accordingly, become more or less problematic depending on the various ways in which cashiers and customers jointly orient to them. It is considerations such as these which make the notion of a ‘flow of work’ less than straightforward. 

The flow of work is less than predictable depending on the nature of the customer request and includes not only the unpredictability of whether it is a single or multiple request, but also the various contingencies that can ‘normally’ arise in processing requests. These include problems generated by a customer’s oversight, such as a passbook not signed, identification not provided, failure to understand account rules as to when cheques are cleared, and more. Each customer represents an element of unpredictability. Although it is perfectly possible to provide aggregate descriptions of a typical day, such as how and when such transactions occurred, when such transactions are likely to be more or less frequent, what cannot be known in advance is what any particular customer transaction will be and what it will involve. 

From the customer’s point of view, and this is one of the main concerns of the building society’s ‘customer care’ policy, satisfaction is an amalgam of a number of factors, not least the cashiers’ ability to keep a queue moving so as to minimise waiting time while, at the same time, meeting the expectation that requests and enquiries will be adequately dealt with. Branch offices speak of the need to maintain ‘customer confidence’ and a significant part of this is avoiding unnecessary waiting as well as dealing effectively with customer requests. Maintaining ‘customer confidence’ is not a single, discrete activity but one which permeates throughout every activity which involves dealing with customers, from the interaction over the counter, to dealing with requests and inquiries promptly, not allowing queues to build up, and so on. 

Customer enquiries

By far the most common source of complication, and the most difficult to deal with, is the customer inquiry. These may be in person or by telephone, and may be about a range of matters, including the status of an account, standing orders and direct debit payments, advice about insurance claims, advice about new accounts, what to do about a lost passbook, and so on. 

Enquiries are often made in the course of other transactions and are nearly always time consuming, not least because they interfere with the smooth execution of the transaction itself. They are also unpredictable. Customers can, at any time, make what for them is a relevant enquiry regardless of how irrelevant it may be for the cashier’s work-in-hand. The cashier is simply the first point of contact for inquiries which may, in the end, have to be redirected to sales, financial advisors or others in the organisation. Enquiries do, of course, have to be handled and as expeditiously as possible. The cashier needs to make a decision about how to deal with an enquiry bearing in mind the dual need to maintain customer confidence and, if the enquiry is in person, keeping the queue moving. 

As we have suggested, keeping the customer satisfied and, as part of this, maintaining customer confidence is, for the cashier, a matter of juggling with a potentially conflicting set of demands: expediting the requests of this particular customer to his or her satisfaction, as well as maintaining the flow of customers through the process.

The technology to hand

Another ingredient in the balancing act that the cashier needs to perform is the technology to hand. Earlier it has been described how even the simplest of transactions has the potential to become complicated and additional complications can arise from trying to weave the technology-to-hand into the interaction with a customer. For example, possibly the most time consuming aspect of the process of opening an account is inputting information into the Static Displays. Sometimes cashiers will leave this task until a customer has left rather than get them, and any others who may be in the queue, to wait for what can seem a long period. Technically, however, this is a breach of procedure. 

The technology is based on a range of likely customer requests and designed to process these. Once the customer has requested a particular service, then the relevant screen display is interrogated to expedite that service. The system consists of proprietary software designed specifically to manage financial information. However, the current technology can create further troubles for customer-cashier encounters. The following is a lengthy extract from an interview that arose from a customer's discovery that he was in arrears on his mortgage payments and his subsequent inquiry as to how this arose. It portrays quite dramatically how both the operator's and the customer's confidence eroded due to 'inadequacies' in the Screens.

 

Customer:
"I came in and got told I was £700 in arrears and then, no, it was only £220 and I want to know why...we left our payments running at a higher level thinking we were paying the interest off, which we obviously weren't...and I came to in to find I was £220 in arrears and I said 'No, it couldn't be..."

Interviewer: "Are you on Annual Review? (No) You've not been on arrears since the beginning. What we've got to try to so is find out where it's gone wrong...let's have a look...'

INTERROGATES SCREEN

"What it is, your insurance has just gone in, which is not on your mortgage..."

Customer:
"I thought it was"

Interviewer:
"No, only if you're on Annual Review"

Customer:
"It doesn't account for the £700 I got told I was in arrears by first of all...that figure there (POINTS TO SCREEN)"

Interviewer:
"No, but this column doesn't mean much, only the last figure..If you're not on Annual Review we'll have to work it out annually...It's the 29th September every year, it should be on your statement..." (FIVE MINUTE DISCUSSION OF ANNUAL STATEMENTS).

Customer:
"At one point I was told I was £900 in arrears...where did they get that from?"

Interviewer:
"I can only apologise...you shouldn't have been told that...your arrears balance has been reducing as you've been paying over the odds"

Customer:
"But shouldn't there be another 8 months of £30 (overpayment)?"

Interviewer:
"Have you ever been on Annual Review?"

Customer:
"I'm not trying to be awkward like...I just want to know..."

Interviewer:
Well, your arrears must have been getting worse and worse 'cos you've never paid your insurance.... there's four lots altogether since 1988...this column here is what we charge and this column is what you actually pay...(CALCULATES INSURANCE ARREARS) Now that comes to 31200...what we've got to do now is find out what you've overpaid...(POINTS)...that was the first overpayment you made...your £159.80...now what's this £274.46? (SPENDS SOME TIME TRYING TO FIGURE IT OUT)...ah...I know what it is, you've paid your first insurance payment and your mortgage together...there should be another £144...It might be on the next screen (ENTERS CODES)...there it is...we've charged it to you’ cos you haven't paid it...the £144 is the additional premium for your contents 'cos you tool out Buildings and Contents...can you see that? Do you agree with that?

Customer:
Yes, yes...I can see that...where did that £510 come from?

(INTERVIEWER USES SCREEN AND CALCULATOR TO TOTAL SUMS)

Interviewer:
"Can you see what I'm doing?" (CARRIES ON USING SCREEN)

So it comes down in the end to (EVIDENTLY REALISES THAT THE APPARENT ARREARS ARE STILL TOO HIGH) you must have paid one or two of those insurances...so I'll have a look (SCROLLS THROUGH SCREENS AGAIN)..nowhere near it".

(EVIDENTLY HAVING CONSIDERABLE DIFFICULTY)

Interviewer:
You've never been on Annual Review?

(PHONES MORTGAGE ACCOUNTS)

Interviewer:
"Can you give me a hand on this one? Annual Review, he doesn't think he's every been on it but I'm wondering whether in fact he has....I've taken all that into account...Screen 09, is it?...Start of year....I've added all the insurance premiums together....they're coming to over a thousand...it's got to be at least two on the insurances, but usually it tells you the day they've come off, doesn't it, on an 07? (POINTS)....that was for your bikes...(ON PHONE AGAIN)...so where's the rest of the payments coming from?...'cos I'm still in arrears"

Interviewer to Customer:
She'll do a breakdown and send it out to you 'cos it's going to take some time".

Customer:
"I just can't understand it...they keep sending us letters if we want to reduce and at the same time they're letting the arrears build up" (INTERVIEWER TRIES TO REASSURE CUSTOMER) Am I looking at £700 arrears or £200? It doesn't fill me with a great deal of confidence". 

Interviewer:"I imagine the computer will be right, but no, I understand..."

Customer:"Do you need any more information from me?"

Interviewer: "You can't recall making any payments over the counter? Cash sums? (No}...I'll have a word with my boss, 'cos she's very good at this sort of thing".

Customer:
"And when will I hear?"

Interviewer:
"Oh....first thing next week?"

Customer:
"Shouldn't I have been told...don't you think I should have been told?"

 

Although the queuing problem is not relevant here in that it was an encounter in an interview room, it is a graphic example of the difficulties that can arise in weaving the technology into the interaction with a customer. The initial problem arose because a cashier who originally dealt with the inquiry was unable to establish the exact reason for arrears on a mortgage account and, indeed, gave the customer three different estimates of the amount concerned. There were pressing reasons for providing a satisfactory and plausible explanation for the confusion. But this is not what occurred despite the fact that the officer approached the problem with the confidence associated with an experienced practitioner. At a very early stage, a likely cause for the confusion is identified and attempts are made to demonstrate the source of the error, namely, the 'failure' to pay an insurance premium. The problem gets worse as candidate explanations fail. The realisation that the problem is not at all clear from the information available on the screens prompts an appeal to further expertise via the telephone and, eventually, an apologetic admission that it will take further investigation to locate the source of the problem.

What was also clear, though not from the edited extract, was that interaction with the screens in the course of the interview caused a number of difficulties. Interrogating the screens is time consuming and officers report that they have considerable difficulty in conducting smoothly flowing conversations with their clients.

One of the major problems with the system in use is that it is structured according to the flow of transactions not to the flow of enquiries. The display of an account, for example, will record every transaction, the amount and the overall balance. It will, however, give no clear indication of what payments are for, and to whom they are made. The orientation brought by a particular customer, on the other hand, will be driven by relevances which are the concern of that customer. It is the problem of taking these into account in an elegant way which often disrupts the flow of work and often generates further inquiries to other departments. 

It is light of these problems with the technology that in many instances cashiers prefer, instead, to rely on paper based information. 

Behind the counter work

Dealing with customers at the front desk is not the only work that cashiers do. There is also ‘behind the counter’ work such as filing, completing ledgers, bringing manual records up-to-date, answering correspondence, and the myriad of other activities which constitute the work of a building society branch. Even this work, however, is interrupted by customers ‘to be finished later’. It has to be ‘put down’ as customers appear or the telephone needs answering. At any moment of the day, the office will show tasks that are awaiting completion.

Much of the work is paperwork using ledgers, customer files, and other documents, records, forms and, just as in the cashier’s work space at the counter, there are a number of local and personalised information resources pinned up on desks and on the walls. 

The officers orient to each others’ skills and local knowledge in getting the tasks done. Personal ‘bibles’ are used on a regular basis as resources for solving problems and making decisions. They draw on each others’ work and help each other out. A considerable amount of time is spent ‘file chasing’, seeking the whereabouts of a relevant document - a problem which is compounded when the customer is present or on the telephone. Files can go to other departments but customer enquiries tend to come to the branch office. 

Emergent Features of the Social Organisation of Work

The locality of organisation

One of the features we want to draw out of this study is the locality of organisation. By this we mean that although for differing purposes organisations can be treated in various ways, such as goal-oriented units, as brains, as organisms, as cultures, as political systems, and more (See Bowers, 1994 for a review of some of these metaphors), the point we want to emphasise here is that however else we may conceive of organisations, as identifiable schemes of socially organised activities their substance lies in the activities of their members. It is in the board rooms, the workshops, the laboratories, the offices, the branches, telephone calls, and so on, where the ‘real world’ of social organisational life is to be found. In other words, the activities, the work, are locally organised. 

There are three further points which need emphasising about this view. 

First, ‘local’ in this context is not simply a geographical locality, though this is by no means an unimportant aspect to it, but to the ‘here and now’ where this is understood to point to a collection of orderly activities done by persons and bound within particular contextures of relevancies (Lynch, 1993). What it resists is the attribution of some generic principle by which activities within a domain are organised. For example, the building society’s Customer Care policy was formulated as a set of principles to be followed by all its employees. However, what that means in terms of ‘real time, real world’ activities has to be worked out moment-by-moment in dealing with all the contingencies that arise in the local circumstances of, in this case, the branch. 

Second, in opposing the imposition of some generic principle of orderliness on socially organised activities, be these concepts such as the division of labour, information flow, cognitive structures, etc., the notion of ‘local organisation’ helps to draw attention to how cooperation and coordination within a ‘working division of labour’ are achieved as practical matters for the parties involved. Achieved, that is, as ‘situated actions’ (Suchman, 1987). Accordingly, and to develop the point a little more, it helps make available for empirical inquiry the ways in which cooperation and coordination are achieved as real world, real time phenomena.

Third, the notion also makes available for empirical investigation how the trans-situational properties of organisation are achieved and sustained through locally organised actions. In other words, the idea does not deny a sense in which organisations can be seen as holistic entities; what it does is propose a way in which these can be understood in terms of the local actions and relevancies. 

The local management of conflicting demands

The above remarks about the locality of organisation are also relevant to understanding the shape that conflicting demands can have within a work domain. In this case, the Customer Care policy of the building society has very practical implications for such prosaic matters as ‘keeping the queue moving’, ‘being polite on the telephone’, ‘going out of one’s way to help’, and so on. However, these did not always smoothly resonate with other demands placed upon staff in the course of their daily activities. Prolonged customer enquiries, for example, had direct ramifications for ‘keeping the queue flowing’ and, hence, for contented customers. 

The point is that these conflicting demands appeared in the local environment and had to be dealt with ‘there and then’ as part of the day’s work. 

Aggregate predictability and local contingency

Although much of the work within the branch is routine, and designed to be so, and although staff were able to predict with reasonable accuracy the rhythm of the work by time of day, days of the week, weeks of the year, and so on, particular interactions with customers were radically unpredictable even though many of them turn out to be routine and straightforward. As the study shows, customer requests were often a source of ‘troubles’ of various kinds in that while the customer ‘held the floor’, so to speak, the cashiers were required to respond to ‘whatever else’ the customer required. It was these interactions which often stretched the limits of the cashier’s ‘resources to hand’. 

This loose relationship between aggregate predictability and local contingencies raises important issues about the ways in which work activities are represented. Although it is more than possible to provide adequate characterisations of the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of the work, it is also important to know about the ‘when’ and, in this example, the ‘when’ can also introduce elements of unpredictability for the flow of work. 

Demeanour work and ‘getting round the technology’

The unpredictable nature of customer enquiries was often occasioned ‘demeanour work’ on the part of the counter staff especially when these created problems with the technology. As indicated earlier, the rationale for the design of the technology used was in terms of transaction flow rather than the flow of enquiries and because the system was relatively dated, was cumbersome to use with the flexibility required for processing customer enquires. Nonetheless, one of the important ways in which the staff coped with inflexibilities was their skilful demeanour work which not only helped to maintain customer confidence but also ‘smoothed’ the trouble. 

Despite some problems with the technology used in the office, by and large the staff has evolved ways of working which ‘got round’ its limitations and which, in effect, contributed to it working more effectively than it might have done. Such activities included not only using notes, manuals, personal diaries, and such like, but also ‘smoothing’ the interactions between customer and staff.

 

Branch Office and Specialised Services Banking

	Date
	Approx. Duration of Fieldwork
	Relevant References

	1994 and continuing
	4 months to date
	 


Objectives of the Study

The study is linked to a DTI/SERC project, Systems Development and Cooperative Work: Methods and Techniques, in association with Digital, NatWest Bank and Syncho, a managerial cybernetics consultancy company. The project is concerned to examine the respective contributions of two methods of research and requirements elicitation in CSCW, that is, ethnography and managerial cybernetics using the bank as a research site and potential user of CSCW systems. 

Duration and Pattern of Fieldwork

So far the fieldwork has lasted some four months. The first phase, of approximately two months, was spent studying the working of a ‘typical’ Branch Office, and the second phase, again some two months and continuing, involves the detailed observation of the work of specialised centres, the Securities Centre, the Lending Centre, the Service Centre and the Business Centre, to which most of the ‘back office’ work of the local branches has been and is being transferred. Despite the comparatively long time spent in the field, because of the highly distributed nature of the work observed, distributed both in space and time, the fieldwork should more accurately be characterised as a series of ‘quick and dirty’ ethnographies with the fieldworker spending a number of days at a particular desk or with an individual worker becoming familiar with the work and its place within a complex division of labour. The completion of this phase of fieldwork will be followed by an ‘evaluative’ ethnography, concerned with providing an ‘illuminative’ evaluation of the organisational changes and team working suggested by managerial cybernetics and implemented by the Bank.

The Settings

The settings have been various, including two ‘traditional’ local branches which dealt with most of the work involved in local banking. The ‘back office’ operations of these branches is now in the process of being transferred to specialised centres leaving only cashiers and inquiries with the local branch. The specialised units tend to concentrate on one banking function and serve a number of branches whose main function is to serve as an initial point of contact with the customer. The Securities Centre, for example, which was concerned with taking, maintaining and releasing securities for loans, was located in a modernised former branch office and served 60 local branches. The Lending and Service Centres were located on a number of floors in a large modern building. The latter deals with a variety of ‘back office’ processes such as Customer Records, Entries Handling, Commercial and Foreign, Standing Orders, and so on, that were formerly the responsibility of the local branch. It also included a telephone room. 

An important element in the rationale for this reorganisation of the infrastructure of the Bank’s services was not only to improve efficiency through centralising specialised functions, but also to change the working culture of the bank from one which was essentially concerned with administering customer’s money, to one which was also concerned to sell a range of services that the bank had to offer.

The Work Process

The two settings of the traditional local branch and the specialised centres provide an interesting contrast in the different ways in which the same functions can be realised as patterns of work. In the former, most of the functions were performed in the same place and although there was a degree of specialisation within a division of labour, in the specialised centres, as their name implies, this specialisation has much greater scope as well as specificity. Each specialised unit is dealing with, at most, just a few of the functions previously met within the branch, involves more people performing just this function and servicing the requirements for that function of a number of local branches. Thus, a whole room of workers in the specialised centres would concerned with functions which were often the sole responsibility of a single worker in the traditional branch. For example, the accounts of deceased persons was typically only part of the work of a clerk in a branch, but in the centralised processing units it constitutes the entire work of one worker. 

The Branch

In the main Branch studied the work was situated on three floors of a large town centre bank, and comprised a number of clearly identifiable units; for example, the Machine Room - Entries Handling Unit; the Lending Unit; Customer Services, the Enquiries Desk and the Cashiers.

The Entries Handling Unit is primarily concerned with the checking, keying in and administration of data, with most days following a pattern of the morning being spent in filing and checking (cheques from clearing; keyed entries, rejected credits, stopped cheques), and administration (computer printouts; statements) and the processing (transferring data from the paperwork into the computer, providing a balance of the day’s work) taking place in the afternoon. 

The Lending Team is concerned with the management of loans and overdrafts and the general running of accounts. Each day they work through the ‘WE008’, the ‘out of order’ list - a computer printout of people who have exceeded their credit limit and ‘actioning’ their accounts. Others are meanwhile concerned with any response, or failure to respond, to the letters the Bank has sent out to borrowers who are exceeding their credit limit . This takes the form of either writing to or phoning the customer in question. All decisions and correspondence are then entered into the customer's record card.

Customer Services comprised a number of personnel dealing with a wide range of work processes; records (opening, closing and transferring accounts); foreign business; share dealing; wills, and deceased accounts; credit cards; mortgages . Besides these relatively specialised activities all the staff were concerned with answering the telephone (within three rings) and acting on any requests made (usually a balance enquiry or money coming into an account). The working atmosphere here appeared to be the most intense in the Branch, most subjected to frequent and sometimes prolonged interruptions and most dependent on informal teamwork and the sharing of 'local knowledge'.

The layout of the branch main office is set out below in Figure 3.15.

 



Figure 3.15: Office Layout of Branch Office

The Enquiries Desk is often the customers’ initial point of contact when entering the branch. From here they would either avail themselves of the standard services, such as withdrawing cash, paying in, and so on, or directed to enquiries for whatever other service they may require. Staffing at the Enquiry Desk varied with customer flow and although additional staff could be summoned when queues built up, typically it consisted of staff with considerable experience who were able to deal with the range of enquiries regularly encountered. 

Most customer enquiries were routine although multiple enquiries were common. Although the most frequent was a balance inquiry this was often combined with requests about standing orders, debits, buying or selling shares, changes of address, opening accounts, forgotten PIN numbers, statement queries, and so on. Nevertheless, enquiries were reasonably routine. 

The cashiers desk - depending on the flow it was staffed by between 2 to 5 clerks - dealt with a number of routine transactions, mainly the withdrawal and deposit of funds and the provision of balances. Less routine business was normally sent to the Enquiries Desk.

Centralised Processing Units

Although the work of the Branches is essentially replicated in the specialised processing units, the setting and the context in which the work takes place is very different. The Securities Centre, whose main task is concerned with taking, maintaining and releasing securities, is located in a modernised former Branch office and serves some 60 branches. Each worker has a PC on their desk acting as a dumb terminal for using TecSec, a new software package resident on the server. Work within the Centre is performed by two teams each consisting of a hierarchy of checking responsibility, from the ‘Doer1’ at the bottom, who processes the requisition forms, to the Senior Securities Officer and Assistant Manager at the top, who deal with complex indemnities and debentures and who are responsible for checking the work of the teams. The layout of the Centre is sketch in Fig. 3.16.



Fig 3.16: Securities Centre Layout

The Lending and Service Centre were located on a number of floors in a large modern building and performs the lending functions for the branches in the region as well as having a Small Business Lending section and Debt Recovery. Branch Lending Control is divided into a number of teams, each occupying a particular desk, that service particular branches, and generally consist of a Lending Controller and two Lending Assistants, overseen by an Assistant Manager and a Manager - a division of labour and responsibility that is instantiated in the lending limits attached to each position.

The layout of the Service Centre is set out below in Fig. 3.17.



Fig 3.17: Service Centre Office

The Service Centre deals with a variety of 'back office' processes - Customer Records; Entries Handling; Commercial and Foreign; Standing Orders and so on - that were formerly the responsibility of the branches. A Telephone Room handles incoming calls, generally aiming to answer some 80% of enquiries but otherwise transferring the calls to the requisite desk. 

The technology used is an ‘expert system’, known as TecSec, and many of the work activities are driven and controlled by this system. Other systems in use include BAF and ISS, though as yet there is little useful integration between them. 

Emergent Features of the Social Organisation of Work

Informal team working and the working division of labour

As is typical of much office work, activities in both the branch and in the centralised units largely consisted of applying specific routines and procedures to tasks which they identified. In the case of the Bank, this is important not simply in order to do the work, but also to maintain an ‘audit trail’ in case of any problems, specifically the possibility of fraud and theft. 

However, it is clear from the fieldwork that these routines are not slavishly followed or, better, in following them judgement is often required in order to apply them to particular transactions. This is as much the case in the Securities Centre where the work is driven by the system as it is in the branch offices. Whether or not routine is strictly adhered to or whether ’short cuts’ or modifications are employed is a matter for ‘occasioned determination’. That is, as the result of a loose assemblage of contingencies that can arise during the course of a working day. These include, for example, items that ‘do not quite fit the procedures’, ’unusual’ items, ignorance of arcane procedures, and so on. Both fieldwork sites showed that the speedy and efficient completion of work tasks depended a great deal on informal teamwork and ‘constellations of assistance’ as well as the use of ‘local knowledge’ both by individuals and as shared by members of the team. Thus, although much of the work is routine and procedurally driven, as it has been designed to be, dealing with the inevitable contingencies often meant departure from the procedures in order to get the work done ‘as is required’. In many cases, this is a cooperative activity in that occasioned reliance is made on the knowledge and competencies of others in the team - a feature which the use of computer systems do not obviate.

The egological organisation of work

By this term we intend to point to the way in which the activities of the work, from the point of view of a person within a division of labour, are organised by a scheme of relevances. That is, the practical accomplishment of the work activities of a person within a division of labour requires learning, knowing about, knowing how to use artefacts of various kinds, etc., to perform the tasks but also knowing ‘what is my responsibility’ and ‘what is not my responsibility’, ‘what are tasks that I have to do’ and ‘what are tasks that others have to do’. In other words, it is being aware of the interdependency of tasks but, at the same time, seeing these very much from the point of view of ‘my tasks’. This is not simply a matter of implementing some mental finite list of relevancies or of necessarily seeing this as a constant issue. For much of the time, the work is routine and done without over much reflection. Each person operates within ’horizons of relevance’ in which events, items, persons, information, incidents, etc., move in and out depending upon the eventualities that can arise during the course of the working day. 

The ‘egological principle’ is both illustrated by and yet is more than one worker’s comment: "I just do things...I don’t think about it", since it is precisely this ability to ‘just do things’ - that is, ‘just do the things that I have to do’ - that enables the work to get done. In the Lending teams, for example, the Controller ’knows’ that he or she will be interrupted by the assistants with requests for advice, with information about accounts, and so on. He/she will know that ‘phone calls are somebody else’s problem’, that once a decision has been made ‘actioning’ that decision is for ’someone else in the team to get on with’, and so on. As we say, these ‘horizons of relevance’ are not known as itemised schemes of knowledge; rather they are learned and used as understandings about the work which only occasionally surface explicitly. 

Although the ‘egological principle’ is important for the skilful performance of tasks within a ‘working division of labour’ it is not always beneficial and can lead to a mentality which fails or refuses to acknowledge the implication of one’s own task for others. Examples of these include failing to report theft from a till and failing to seize selling opportunities, as the staff are increasingly required to do by the Bank, when they present themselves.

Teamwork and skill

The issue of 'skill' becomes prominent in this ethnography because of the contrast between the 'turn to the social' in much of CSCW research with its emphasis on the social basis of skill and competences, and the widespread organisational emphasis on predominantly ‘technical skills’. For example, for the Bank the development of the various specialised processing centres is clearly directed at reconfiguring the 'skills' required in a manner more commensurate with the technology required for much of modern banking processes; that is, through implementing a complex division of labour, familiarity with the technical processes and, hence, increasing processing speed In practice, however, technical competence is (perhaps unwisely) simply assumed and the emphasis returns to predominantly social skills and competencies, such as 'communication skills'; 'team working'; 'problem-solving' and the like (Bertrand & Noyelle 1987; Austrin 1988). 

Nevertheless, observations suggest that the relationship between computerwork and skill, especially team working skills, is complex, contingent and context dependent. In other words, 'skill' is a complex and contested concept that needs to be 'unpacked' and that while clearly work can be analysed in terms of skill and skill requirements such an approach tends to ignore the complex interweaving of skills in work; the variety of approaches (and skills) to task completion and the context in which skills may be exercised. Skill requirements are constructed through a social process and in a particular social context and in many ways it is this process and this context, revealed through ethnographic research, that it is important to describe and understand. Work context influences both the opportunity and the motivation workers have to exercise skills that may be regarded as important. It is, perhaps, for this very reason that the creation of a ‘selling’ culture within the bank has proved difficult; turning, "tellers into sellers" requires rather more than executive mission statements, ‘visions’ or slogans. It requires an organisational context in which selling skills become relevant to the work. 

Even 'technical' skill, skill as a form of knowledge, involves the acquisition of the culture in which a particular work activity is accomplished (Collins 1987) and the subtle but essential competencies involved in making sense of, and thereby being able to make available to others, what is ‘going on’; competencies required for ‘mutual intelligibility’ on the part of the members of a work team. For example, using the 'TecSec' system in the Securities Centre is not simply a mastery of the specific skills incorporated in it, it is also knowing and being able to rely upon the fact that others in the team know the relevance of such knowledge for the work being done. As has been shown in other contexts (see, for example, Harper and Hughes, 1992), this kind of competence is essential to a whole range of informalities involved in performing work activities, including ’knowing where others are in their work’, ‘getting round the inadequacies of the system’, ‘knowing who to rely upon to get things done’, and more. The issue of 'skill' in CSCW is then complex and problematic and approaching the issue through a relatively narrow conception of skill is likely to produce limited answers. It is not that the technical skills involved, for example, in being able to use computer systems are unimportant - they are clearly essential - but so too are the skills or, better, competencies, involved in working within a team. knowing how and in what ways to use it as a resource and knowing how, and in what ways, to contribute to this resource. 

Emotional teamwork

The final area of skill and of team working apparent in both fieldwork sites was that of ‘demeanour work’ and ‘emotional teamwork’. While traditionally considerations of ‘emotion’ have been missing from accounts of organisational life, with its emphasis on the ‘rational’ - and by implication ‘non-emotional’ - actor; and while obviously banks are hardly emotional hothouses, ‘emotion work’ - the managing, control and occasioned display of appropriate emotion - was also clearly part of ‘doing the work’. Individuals working in the various sections of the bank are expected, as members of a team, to embark on various forms of demeanour work or emotional control. This is not simply a feature of bank policy, reflected in ’smile, your next customer may be the mystery shopper’ or the comment ‘a complaint is a sales opportunity’. Demeanour work - often translated or interpreted as ‘smiling down the telephone’ - was a regularly observed feature of the customer contact. ‘Emotional teamwork’ was also manifested in group responses to and discussion of customers and phone calls, and seemed to serve both as a release of emotion and as some kind of indicator of group solidarity.

Local knowledge

The use of 'local knowledge', that is, knowledge of specific customers or particular processes or routines that facilitated work completion through the employment of modifications or shortcuts in the formal procedures, comprising what Bittner (1965) calls ‘gambits of compliance’, was observed in both the fieldwork sites. And this despite the organisational belief that the move towards centralised processing units, and the accompanying increase in account volume, would (and should) reduce this phenomenon. 

Within the Branch office it was evident that the accomplishment of work tasks (especially their speedy and efficient completion) was, to some considerable extent, dependent on informal teamwork, ‘constellations of assistance’ and the provision and employment of the ‘local knowledge’ of colleagues, thereby avoiding lengthy perusal of the PIF, the manual of job routines. The most striking example of customer knowledge concerned an overdrawn account. One of the staff remembered the name and suggested that the case be referred to Lending saying, "he's a God to this branch ... ask Lending what to do.." so preventing the branch unreasonably charging one of its major customers. 

In the specialised processing centres despite the anticipation of the disappearance of local knowledge and the strict adherence to standardised procedures, local knowledge and 'local logics' continued to flourish. For example, workers were familiar with the specific requirements or circumstances of particular (usually the ‘awkward’ or the 'bizarre') customers, but there were also other instances when local knowledge was used to speed up the work process. Local knowledge was used for the customer’s benefit and local logics were deployed to meet the substance of the customers requests even though it involved negotiating or overcoming standard procedures. Thus from the fieldnotes - in the tale of the ‘Icelandic Fishgutter’ or the difficulty of transferring money to Morocco - the idea emerges that local knowledge is important in enabling them to quickly make sense of the work they are doing, and in orienting themselves to the requisite activity (which forms to complete; which forms to issue/check etc.). Thus local knowledge is still used, and used with judgement and skill, to expedite the subtleties of the work which ’following procedure to the letter’ would ignore or with issues which the procedures or, more likely, the technology does not support. 

Computer work and paper work

Financial institutions were among the first wave of business organisations to computerise many of their routine processing operations and, like other innovators, they have suffered the consequences in terms of overloaded, unreliable and outdated systems and software. Even in the more modern centralised processing units the machines regularly ’went down' or were slow, or impossible to access because of overloading the system. Two software packages - an accounting/bookkeeping package, developed in the 1960s with 'bits bolted onto it', and a modern relational database - were in more or less constant use throughout the organisation. But the fact that both were frequently used in conjunction and yet could not 'talk to’ each other meant that quite routine and regular enquiries were unnecessarily time-consuming. TecSec’, the new system used in the Securities Centre which effectively ‘drove’ the work of the unit through the completion and release of formalities, was obviously more impressive. Yet even here the system seemed markedly inflexible, slow to adapt to changes in procedure or legal precedent thereby pointing to a more general issue of 'usability' in system design and the need for systems to resonate with the actualities of use and respond to changes in usage. Organisational responses to change and deficiencies in the system have tended to be cumbersome; an indication, not necessarily of organisational inertia but of the difficulty of modifying systems in use or building flexibility and responsive monitoring into system design.

 

The sheer volume of paperwork and the varied ways in which the paperwork essential to banking, and the information in the bank’s computer systems are compared, checked and used in everyday work was a notable feature of all the fieldwork sites. Even in the centralised processing units paperwork was still an important and inescapable feature of the work, though to what extent this was an inevitable product of centralisation without appropriate computer support or a consequence of the continuation of the ‘administrative culture’ is difficult to determine.

As modern banking moves toward increased electronic techniques and methods, the 'functionality of paper and the relationship between paperwork and computerwork will become increasingly important to understand. 

The centrality of paper in the everyday work of the various centres is demonstrated by the frequency with which the initial activity of the day centred around the perusal and ‘actioning’ of computer printouts. The paperwork frequently took centre stage in a series of 'modal transformations' and understanding such transformations in relationship to particular work activities may assist in thinking about the design of CSCW systems in respect of the regulation and management of types of information. However, paper and its very tangible existence, was also a part of the ‘audit trail’ - the need to attribute blame for mistakes or to be able to trace through errors - and as such observable in all the fieldwork sites being an especially important feature of various 'checking routines' that were implemented in the different sites and providing 'accounts' or 'mundane reasoning' behind work activities. 

 

The ‘Bank’: the Organisation and Organisational Change.

The issue of the perception of the Bank as an organisation became relevant in this study because of the frequently articulated management desire - in staff meetings, 'house' magazines and so on - to move from an ‘administrative’ organisation to one which incorporated some kind of ‘selling’ culture - and the impact this appeared to be having, alongside other factors, on staff ‘morale’ and their sense of the work. The perception of the organisation - its 'image' - far from simply being a management problem, also raises the issue of the relationship between CSCW and organisational form, specifically whether computer supported collaborative work needs to be or can be ‘tailored’ to specific organisational forms; whether CSCW is simply to responsive to existing organisational cultures or can itself encourage or provoke organisational change. 

Within the Branch there was a great deal of concern and uncertainty, as well as cynicism and scepticism, about the organisational changes combined with a sense of what Gabriel (1993) calls ‘organisational nostalgia" - reflecting not necessarily a longing to return to some mythical past but discontent with the present and the perceived direction of the future. Unlike that noted by Fearful (1992), this mood was not associated with the movement towards, or introduction of, computerisation but seemed to be linked more to the movement away from the historical administrative function of the Bank towards a new emphasis on selling. In the processing centres morale appeared less of an issue partly because some attempt had been made, and was being made, to fit identifiable ‘competencies’ to work tasks, and partly because, their major function remained the administrative activities which they historically associated with bank work, and with which they felt comfortable. 

The final aspect of organisational culture and organisational change to be raised here is the relationship between organisational change, technology and control - a relationship explored in some detail by Yates’ (1989) historical study of the development of office technologies in late 19th century United States. What the study demonstrates, among other things, is the close relationship between technologies which support the formal and standardised forms of communication, filing of information and reports, retrieval systems, etc., and the need to control patterns of distributed working within organisations. To this extent, many of the organisational, procedural and technical changes introduced in the bank, are an extension of an evolution of work technologies which began with the growth of organisational size and complexity. Thus, the PIF, the use and storage of the computer printouts that are actioned by the staff, the KSAs, the in-house magazine, and PMP, the ‘Mystery Shopper’ campaign and Customer Service Index, may be viewed as attempts at ‘control through communication’. Clearly, as Yates notes, the available technology has played some part in this process but essentially the technology seems to be responding to changing managerial needs and methods of management and is instantiated, most obviously, in the ‘TecSec’ software in the Securities Centre since it incorporates all the essential features of systematic management - a careful definition of duties and responsibilities coupled with standardised ways of doing these duties and a specific way of gathering, handling, analysing and transmitting information.

There is, of course, a rationale for introducing and relying upon such procedures and the technologies which support them; rationales which are familiar aspects of the organisation of work within industrial societies. The issue, however, which we want to point to, is that although large organisations of all kinds depend upon ‘control through communication’, such mechanisms 'work' not only to the extent to which persons using them use them reliably, consistently and skilfully as part of their daily work activities - in this way turning them into resources for the accomplishment of the work - but also to the extent to which they are able to exercise judgement as to when, on what occasions, and with what result, they can ‘circumvent’ them in order to accomplish to ‘spirit’ of what the procedures intend. This issue is particularly relevant to the design of CSCW technologies.

