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Social di f ferences among 
members of design team, 
such as 

• Occupation 
• Education 
* Institutional 

convent ions 

1) Constraints on how participants 
respond to others' contributions; 
value to design is a function of 
this response or "uptake." 

2) Differences in conventions about 
speaking out, taking turns, and 
interrupting; these convent ions are 
implicit, bundled with poli teness 
values, and by nature hard to 
confront, 

Communicat ive conven- 
t ions with implications 
about 

• Social 
appropr iateness 

• Perceived 
intell igence 

• Value of speaker 
to group 

1) Some participants may presume 
more authority (relevance, focus); 
they control discourse and thus 
content of design. 

2) Some participants may presume 
less authority (irrelevance, 
triviality); they save face by being 
reticent about information that is 
in fact valuable. 

Example  

While believing in PD as a technique, 
many software engineers may assume 
that  technical knowledge takes prior i ty 
over less structured domain knowledge 
of  other  participants on a team. They 
tend to focus on accuracy in descrip- 
t ions of  the proposed system, and on 
information that supports their  concep- 
t ion of  proper system scope. 

The system design can suffer because: 

1) The user-participants assume that  
their  knowledge of  actual rather than 
ideal organizational processes is "anec- 
dotal" and irrelevant. TO avoid seeming 
foolish to the technical people, they do 
not  challenge formal statements of  work 

or  ask fo r  technical clarification. They 
aren't  clear about  possibilities and limita- 
t ions of  the system-to-be. 
2) The software engineers feel satisfied 
that, as they develop a logically con- 
nected procedure description and the 
users agree with their  version o f  it, they 
have enough information to proceed. 
AvOidable problems then surface after 
implementation. 

POSSible M l s c o m m u n l c a t l o n  Cues 

• Disclaimers and pre-apologies 
• Use of  same terms in d i f ferent  con- 
texts or  d i f ferent  terms for  the same 
thing 
• Responses that  don' t  match a pr ior 
statement 

• Letting obvious misunderstandings 
slide 
• Consistently di f ferent turn- lengths 
among classes o f  participants 
• Attempted turns or topics that  never 
succeed 
• Patterns of  interrupt ion or utterance 
complet ion 
• Not laughing at the same jokes 

Prob lems 
• Participatory equality may not  come 

naturally; conversational mechanics 
must suppor t  it. 

• These conversational mechanics are 
not  part o f  the professional training of  
most system designers; instead, they 
are skilled at talking within a deep pro- 
fessional context  of  f ine distinctions 
about computing. 

c o n s e q u e n c e  
The diversity that  makes PD uniquely 
productive also makes it a special chal- 
lenge to the communicative resources o f  
participants. The point  of  PD is to  bring 
together  people f rom di f ferent back- 
grounds. These backgrounds are dense 
social, cognit ive and conversational do- 
mains. 

HypOtheSis 

There are research tools to examine and 
guide this complex intersection Of do- 
mains. Mismatches among design team 
members' assumptions and conventions 
can be recovered f rom natural-language 
logic and conversational structure. 

POSsible Remedies:  
1. Analyze naturally-occurring discourse 
in design teams; identify common fea- 
tures of  successful and unsuccessful 
conversations. 
2. Increase awareness among designers 
about conversational differences. 
3. Identify systematic misconceptions 
associated with participants' back- 
grounds. 
4. Identify characteristics of  software 
tools that  reveal dif fering assumptions. [ ]  
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