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Abstract

This paper describes some of the results of a m&sgaoject that studied the design
practices of technological systems in an Interrghgany. The company manages a
portal that provides services to a mass audieneesd@palized homepage, news, e-mail,
SMS, thematic channels, e-commerce, etc.). The angnpmploys 40 people, who are
divided in two main work groups: producers and eagis. The former manage the
editorial content while the latter manage the partaystems and applications. The
research was conducted using an ethnographic metumpborted by tools of
conversational analysis.

Results show that designers rely on professionattipes that integrate resources in
different semiotic fields (discourse, body, struetiof the material environment), each
playing a specific, contingent role. The paper pfes prototypical examples of these
practices and, more particularly it examines thecdj role played by the body in the
organization of the collective design action.

Key-words: design practices, work groups, technological mediation, distributed
cognition.

1. Introduction

This short paper describes some of the resultsedearch project that studied the
design practices of technological systems in agrh&t company. The research takes
place within the perspective of workplaces studiesf, Hindmarsh & Heath, 2000)
whose main objective is the analysis of social iateractional aspects of work activity
systems, with particular attention paid to the mkeyed by technology.

In the “highly technological” work setting in whidhis research project was conducted,
technology acts as both the instrument of mediatibich supports the shared
realization of work practices and as the “produdtthat work activity.

In this paper we will analyze how designers progjkesy and jointly build such
products, and, in particular, how specific desigtivéties are socially organized in this
company. We will focus on relevant design actigitseich as: 1) participating in
teamwork; 2) interacting; 3) imagining absent otged) designing actions; 5)
embodying “future” interactions in technologicabgducts.



2. Enter the setting

The data that we are going to analyze come froesearch project on work practices in
an Internet company (Zucchermaglio & Alby, 2005he company (which we will call
“Energy”) manages a portal that provides servioes inass audience (personalized
homepage, news, e-mail, SMS, thematic channelsirererce, etc.). It employs about
40 people, who are divided into two main work greupe., producers and engineers.
The former manage the editorial content and therléhe portal systems and
applications.

The data were collected over a three month petiwdugh field observations, video
recordings, and interviews. In the first month walized a preliminary field
observation aimed to describe the everyday orgtaizaf the work place and
practices. Selected interviews with key informamése also realized in this phase. In
the following months we recorded about 10 hourgidéo portraying interactions,
which were transcribed using the Jefferson notatimtem (Jefferson, 1989). In order
to have a broader view of the work practices urstiedy, we also collected instant
messenger logs (about 3 hours), e-mail (relatékdetanteractions, 23 items), papers
(related to the interactions, 10 items), photosi{@®s), print screens of the web site
and various applications (10 items). The analysth®entire data corpus enabled us to
describe the specific organizational features argy. The conversation analysis of
discursive and interactive data let us study theated and emergent organization of
social action.

3. Embodiment at work

3.1. Participating in teamwork

In this setting technology is both the product offkvand the mean that mediates
activities. This mediation creates a particulatigpaonfiguration of work groups.
Actors take particular postures around the compaterder to get closer to the artifact,
and to see and participate in the ongoing actsitie

Fragment 1



1.Participating 1 teamwork [

= “Heeing” a work group

In the office/open space this is a visible sign thare is a group at work. It also
illustrates the kind of work they are doing.

Changes in this spatial configuration corresponchtanges in participation in
teamwork. For instance, when a designer moves &waythe screen this shows his
intention to leave the group, as we see when Laisas from the rest of the group
whose focuss “projected” on the computer and leaves 8 secortds (see Fragment 2).
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3.2. Interacting

We observed that, when the activity is mediatethieycomputer, which very often is
the case, interactions are trialogues in whichractpve voice’ to what is going on



inside the machine, making visible the ongoingvétgtio other participants (Suchman,
2002).

The trialogue is not necessarily performed throdiglourse, but it is realized through
different semiotic resources, as we see when teefate through which Paolo is
working takes a good 20 seconds to elaborate teebpn (see Fragment 3).

Fragment 3
2. Interacting

-  Trialoging ™ (Suchman, 2002)

20 sec.

In this 20 sec of silence (which would be verymsg&in a setting without technology),
we see that the interaction is mainly organizediaticche computer, as if it was a true
third conversational partner.

The interruption is made visible to the rest of plblic present by a sequence of three
gestures performed by Paolo (and used by Lucasmgdhat he can take a break). He
drums his fingers on the desk, knocks on the dedklgen crosses his arms.

Here we see that the action is organized thraogiomaterial arrangements of both
designers and technology (in this case a configuratf body and interface). The
trialoging also supports a processmiérpretation of the function of technology, which

Is a central point in the design activity. Veryesftdesigners have to reconstruct what
the machine is doing because this process is hifidenthem (see Fragment 4).
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In this interaction Teo explains the functioningaainacro that he built to a colleague.
In the first frame the hand pointed at the scregmesents the action of ‘work from
inside’, as if through this gesture they could ggide the program. In the second photo
‘then you go there’ means inside the macro, théuge®f moving the hand back and
forth represents the conversion of contents tret#signer makes through the macro.
Then Teo ends the gesture moving the hand awaytfteracreen as if he was moving
the converted contents somewhere else.

Teo could easily show the macro using the compuationt of him, but instead he
prefers to represent it through this performandes i because at the computer they
could only see the lines of code that Teo wouldenon the interface and then the
results of his action, the contents converted.tBey couldn’t see what happens in
between, because the process is hidden from them

A key point is that these sociomaterial practiaesable to represetachnology in
action, in use. In representing the action, the bodypajundamental role, as we see
in this other interaction, in which two producers designing a web page (see
Fragment 5).
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The arms work as links among the pages. The rightis.on the homepage and the left
arm traces the links with the pages, representiagbssibility of movement that a user
would have. We see how the producer’s body hasdafmental role in animating this
representation, in making it dynamic.

3.3. Imagining absent objects

In some of the examples we’ve seen designers ctiegawith programs that exist, that
are there in front of them; but designers also havmuild the technological apparatus
themselves. The technology is absent in the irstighs of the process, because is what
they are going to create. In this case designasaimagination process which
gradually shapes the technology it creates.

In this type of work the spatial configuration betgroup is different: designers are not
projected into the artefact but they are in circtesthat they can see each other. One
reason is that the body is symbolically used toemalize, to create in physical space,
what is being imagined by the interactants (segnfient 6).

Fragment 6



3. Imagining absent objects
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This is a fragment of a meeting of the engine@rsyhich they are designing a kind of
program called feed. This program has to impora fi@mm external machines in order
to ‘feed’ them to the website. Actually more thastjimport the data, the program
makes a copy of them and then cancel the original.

Here we see the engineer Teo embodying the feetgnm He opens his arms to
represent the feeds that get the data from outardkethen closes the arms to indicate
the arrival of the data at its destination. Intiied frame he makes a circular gesture to
show what happens if the program doesn’t cleaottggnal copy from the machine,
which means that the same data are imported agdiagain, and are spread all over
the system.

Through this sociomaterial configuration composkspeech, body and space, Teo
makes visible to his colleagues the functioning program which doesn’t exist
because they have yet to build it.

The kind of imagination used is what has been ddlleagining in the hypothetical
mode” (Murphy, 2004): seeing things as if they wareething else (Teo’s body as if it
were the program).

Being in a group is fundamental in this processnzfgining absent objects, for many
reasons: for one thing designers think and proyelysshape the object together, using
knowledge that is distributed among all the memlersanother, at that moment there
is no way to know if the feeds will really workdesigned in this way (because they
don't exist yet). So the choice, the hypothesis thas’, is the one that convinces the
others, the one which passes this interactive Téss. is why the designers look at each
other and not just at the drawings on the papeiciwihey also use, but not in such an
exclusive way as in other kind of activities. Anet ynother important reason for being
in a group is to plan and coordinate action.

3.4. Designing actions



In general, designers don't talk about their actjand how these are related to
technology. The actions at this level are tacitigred, and are shadowed by the talk of
technology. It is only when the relationship betwéschnology and designers becomes
unclear that they emerge (see also Alby & Zucchghma2006).

Fragment 7
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We see that at a certain point (frame 3, fragmgnh@é discourse between the designers
changes: they stop speaking descriptively aboutetktetrailer to be constructed and
start talking in terms of the actions requiredra tesigner when he will use it (which
also becomes the subject of the sentence: “it bagffact on how many charactgu
can put in, only that this is inconvenientybu have to fill a”).

While designing technology, designers also antteiplae way it will act on them.

3.5. Embodying future interactions

Designers embody their relationship with the te¢ba and the relationship of
technology with its users. One way they do théilyispeaking as the user. We see in the
following fragment in which Vera and Mila are desigg a webpage. It can be noticed
that Vera becomes the user.

Fragment 8
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One of the interesting features of this interactgthe way in which a non present actor
(the user) is made relevant to the ongoing actone of the members of the group
becomes the absent party, and in this way theaaseparticipate in the ongoing action
(see also Zemel et al. 2005). Speaking as thesesees to constitute both the future
agency (what the user will do) and the current agdéwhat is currently relevant for the
design).

The reasons why designers are so effective in hesegs is that thegre expert users,
of their own as well as of others’ applications.

4. Sociomaterial practices

The main findings discussed in the paper can berarimned as follows:

« The object of work (both when it is technologicaitediated and when technology
is absent) shapes work practices in specific wensr@ction, participation,
interpretation/trialoging, imagination).

» In particular, work practices are shaped byabsence of the “object” or by the
invisibility of its functioning (as in other and similar professions: Ochs &t 296;
Newman 1998; Murphy, 2004; Alac & Hutchins 2004).

* Practices are organized through varisasomaterial arrangements of designers
and technologies (talk, body, computer, whitebospagce...).

* Such configurations are represented by both theimvesich design develops and
its product: in fact designers embody the progrdmas build, their relationship to them,
and the program'’s future relationship with the aser
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