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issues of technology

Collaboration is a process of working, centered around the act 
of communication. This act of communication is complete with 
disagreements, negotiations, and agreements. The goal of collaboration 
is to share and expand on ideas, drawing from multiple areas of expertise 
and opinions. Technology has become a vital tool in this process of 
collaboration. It creates the means through which communication can 
take place and facilitates a forum for sharing and collecting the ideas, 
often acting as a mediator between people, places, and information.

In order to better understand how technology is used for collaboration 
it can be helpful to uncover what kinds of technology inhibit a “false 
sense” of collaboration. Technology systems that maintain, organize, or 
implement a workflow across people and projects offer a different set of 
affordances than those we look to discuss in this essay. These systems 
offer project management for teams to consider roles and tasks between 
a project team. They often track hours of team members and administer 
tasks and milestones for a project. Collaboration should not be confused 
with “teamwork.” Teamwork offers an “assembly-line” of tasks directed to 
certain people at certain times to reach project completion. These systems 
often are confused for being ones that facilitate collaboration, when in 
fact these are not the systems we wish to discuss through this essay. 

There is a spectrum of technology systems currently available, each offering 
a different way of working through tasks or managing collaboration. On 
one end of the spectrum there are tools similar to Basecamp, an online 
project management tool that organizes and tracks projects. Project tasks 
can be assigned to team members and milestones can be set to ensure that 
deadlines are met. It enables communication but it does not encourage 
collaboration. Google Drive, on the other end of the spectrum, is a more 
organic system that enables collaboration and communication to take 
place at the same time. It does not dictate a “work-flow” for users to follow, 
but offers an environment that is malleable for each situation. It becomes 
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transparent in the process of collaboration, which perhaps might be the 
defining characteristic of successful technology tools for collaboration.

This essay will discuss the effects of technological tools in the context of 
collaborative work. We will discuss the benefits of using technology in 
collaboration and examine collaborative environments that provide seamless 
work platforms, eliminating constraints like physical locations, sharing 
information and time. We will also look at examples where technology 
interferes with collaboration. Issues like authorship, privacy, reliability, and 
unpredictability often arise. This essay will also serve as a case study, sharing 
the experiences and insights of working collaboratively to write this essay. 

Technology enables communication and connectivity to take place 
through various platforms, expanding the notion of what it means to 
engage in collaboration. Whether formal or informal, open or private, 
communication and the sharing of ideas can take place through 
textual discussion, image and file sharing, audio exchanges, and video 
discussion. Advances in technology have allowed for this collaboration 
to happen at different levels under various circumstances. 

Video conferencing mimics the traditional collaborative method of face-
to-face meetings. It can be used effectively when multiple parties agree 
upon a meeting time in a virtual platform like Skype, Google Hangout 
and Facetime. Originally a tool that was thought of as impractical and 
expensive, advancements in compression and bandwidth made it useful for 
corporations and the military. Video conferencing is now open to less formal 
means of communication and is used in personal one-to-one exchanges. 
Google hangouts is an attainable way to quickly meet with 10 people at the 
same time; no longer is a video conference just meant for corporations to 
conduct global business. The informality of tech-driven communication 
has made collaboration accessible to all types of people and organizations. 
What was once only available for global business communication, large 

enterprises, and organized institutions is now available to anyone with 
access to an internet connection, large or small, and for all purposes. 

The use of video in a collaborative initiative brings people together much like 
bringing people together in a physical environment. We are able to hear and 
see the expressions of those we are working with. The main benefit to the use 
of this technology is that it brings together people from different locations, 
no longer are we required to be in the same place at the exact same time.

Time is greatly affected by the use of technology as well. By eliminating the 
need to travel to a physical location in order to meet (whether it be traveling 
across the country or walking down a hallway) technology becomes the 
most efficient way to save time. Meeting online also encourages everyone to 
stay on the task at hand as it often eliminates the time or place to introduce 
unrelated topics. The online environment becomes another space when these 
meetings take place, which is often respected by all collaborative members.

Instant connectivity to others eliminates time obstacles. For example, 
if you are unsure how to go about a project, within seconds, you 
can create an online community where people can share possible 
solutions and better yet, personal experiences detailing the pros and 
cons for the question at hand. This levels the playing field allowing for 
participation from people with differing expertise and world-views.

Chat messaging applications are also useful means of time-savings as it 
can instantly connect you to those you need to collaborate with, whether 
formal or informal. Google hangouts enables a chat messaging feature 
to be used during a hangout/video session. This allows for the sharing 
of text or images which are relevant to the conversation taking place.

This notion of “sharing” is the primary aspect of collaboration and is most 
supported by technology. Sharing can take place in many forms, visually 

Fig 1. Video Conferencing Timeline
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and textually. The online environment is about sharing thoughts, ideas, 
and inspiration and continues to build platforms to promote sharing. Social 
media sites are driven by the idea of sharing information but not specifically 
for the means of collaboration. Google Drive and other applications built 
with collaboration in mind allows for sharing documents with the intent 
for others to edit and expand on the ideas presented. Google also enables 
“screen-sharing” which opens up an opportunity to create in real-time.

Sharing Ideas
Technology aids collaboration when it is used with certain intentions and 
expectations in mind. Technology, when executed transparently within a project 
framework, can effectively connect people across locations and open accessibility 
of information to large or small networks, allowing people to share information 
and experiences instantaneously. Some companies have implemented live-
streaming “worm holes” where collaboration can occur throughout the 
workday, actively engaging (or ignoring) each other’s virtual presence. It 
provides a similar informal, spontaneous and unplanned collaboration that 
instant messaging provides but implements live streaming technology. 

The wormhole allows people to collaborate seamlessly and uninterrupted 
throughout the workday. The connection between offices supports casual 

collaboration, much in the way one might prompt unsolicited collaboration 
with a colleague in your office.1 Institutions like MIT & Stanford and companies 
like Cisco & Accenture implement wormholes in both formal and casual 
settings. Scale can significantly impact the reality of this virtual collaboration.  

Online Communities can also aid in collaborative projects. Online 
Communities (OC) are structured, virtual communities that are built to 
connect people with information around a particular topic of interest. Online 
communities are often open networks, meaning that all people who are 
interested in the topic can participate. Wikipedia is an example of a successful 
open network, online community that sustains itself on participation of users 
to add and edit the collection of knowledge. In the strictest sense of the 
definition, Wikipedia is more of a participatory space; that is, it functions as 
an open collaboration where any user can engage but only within a structured 
framework. This format, however open, does not lend itself to communication 
and discussion but instead, is limited to only a final result. But the fact that it 
is completely self-governed and managed is a strong indicator of the collective 
responsibility and ownership that is critical to collaboration in genereal. 
Wikipedia thrives because participants are able to claim authorship of 
publications and knowledge as well as serve as a editors of each other’s entries. 
This serves as a natural form of checks and balances for the online community. 

Threadless.com is another successful example of an online community 
whose methods can be looked to in modelling online collaborative 
work. As an online t-shirt company, Threadless.com challenges an open 
network of collaborators to submit designs for possible production and 
sale worldwide from the website. This example functions differently than 
Wikipedia as there is a top-down governance system in place. The website 
reads, “Our never-ending, no-themes, no-holds-barred, open-ended 
design challenge; 302,296 designs submitted - 5,607 designs printed.”2 
Although the company invites all to submit designs, there are people that 
control what is published and what is not. This strategy adds a level of 
competition among its participants that dictates the standard of quality of 
the final product.  It allows the facilitator to control the final solution. 

Fig 2. IDEO / Steelcase Wormhole                                                                          Fig 3. MIT / Stanford Wormhole
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Sharing Workspace
Another way technology can aid collaboration is through the use of content 
management systems like Google Drive. Content management, not to be 
confused with project management, is a way to share, add, and edit a piece 
of work content. It allows people to manage and keep track of revisions or 
changes and invite people to add, edit, delete information as needed. 

Using content management systems like Google Drive can raise issues 
of privacy and trust, depending on the nature of the project and its 
participants because it is cloud hosted, meaning it lives on a shared server 
space provided by a service like Google or Dropbox. Google Drive is free 
for participants and falls under shared cloud-hosted content management. 
If issues of privacy are more of a concern, then a company may choose 
private on-premise hosting. Nasa, Fox, Office Depot, Michelon are some 
companies that pay for on-premise hosted content management to provide 
the privacy they need to add, edit and share live documentation internally 
and with collaborative partners. The decision to work with a cloud-hosted 
service versus an on-premise hosted service is dependent upon the 
sensitivity of the content created and agreement among participants.

Using tech-based collaborative tools can always raise issues of reliability and 
predictability. Often teams can become so reliant on our tech tools that we 
do not know how to work without it. How often have you worked on a project 
and have had to reboot your modem because the internet cut out? If you have 
used technology before, then you know it can often shut down. Whether it is 
a power outage in the facility you are working out of or the service provided 
can not withstand the capacity of users on their platforms, it is possible you 
can lose time and money working across virtual platforms during down time. 

Sharing Control
Authorship and Ownership of information can be an issue in collaboration. 
Take the example Wikipedia again. Authorship is given up when a participant 
chooses to publish and share the information on the website. However, the 
phenomenon that happens from this participation is that a new sense of 
ownership develops from the online community itself as the participant has 
become part of something bigger than an individual. Issues of authorship and 
ownership will always be a “problem” in collaborative projects but there seems 
to be a strong take-away that each contributor can gain from participation. 
The phenomenon being, if one feels strongly about the collective project, he 
or she may give up some of that authorship to contribute to the greater good. 
Our attention is immediately challenged to stay focused on the task at 
hand, when we engage in collaboration through an online environment. 
Whether we are participating in a Google Hangout or a text chat, we are 
most likely engaging in multiple online environments at the same time 
as well as our physical environment. Who hasn’t checked their email or 
browsed their Facebook newsfeed while they are in a google hangout or an 
online chat? We are all guilty. This might be the biggest downfall to using 
technology in collaboration. Collaborating in the physical environment 
makes one more accountable for their attention and actions.

Most often, issues regarding tech-based collaboration occur situationally when 
the methodology of collaboration either doesn’t meet the need or breaks down 
in the process of collaboration. In an effort to avoid tech tools hindering the 
collaborative process, it is very important to think about the goals of a group 
project and strategize the most suitable way to implement technology based 
tools for collaboration. For example, scale plays a big role in determining a 
successful tech tool for collaboration. An online community might be the best 
solution if you are gathering or sharing information among many participants 
versus a smaller network of participants that might function well with Video 
Conferencing. Should the collaboration be casual or should it be structured? 
Does governance need to be dictated or can it be an open forum of solutions? 
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Margin Collaboration: Case Study
Pisano and Verganti offer two basic issues that must be considered 
when deciding how to collaborate, open vs. closed networks and flat vs. 
hierarchical governance.3 Open and closed networks consider how many 
participants will work in a collaboration and whether these participants are 
chosen dependent on expertise or not. Flat and hierarchical governance 
determine who defines the problem and chooses the solution. 

This journal and collaborative project, Margin, operates as a closed network 
and employs a flat governance. All participants work to define the problem 
and choose multiple solutions. Two individuals originated the concept and 
set up a framework to invite and include other participants. In the larger group 
context they act as facilitators, editors, and curators. Participants are chosen 
based on their interest in the topic of collaboration and can contribute as much 
or as little as they wish. Participants can enter and leave the process fluidly. 

Margin’s collaborative environment is supported by various methods 
of technology such as Google Hangout and Google Drive. Use of 
these technological tools allows for the participants to come from 
various locations and areas of expertise, this widens the scope of 
knowledge and adds diversified solutions as possible outcomes.
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The collaborative group engages in many activities sparked by group 
discussions that take place via google hangouts. These discussions are centered 
around “collaboration” and have become the general platform for problem 
finding and solving that is open for interpretation and experimentation. 
This essay is a product of multiple discussions that took the form of salons 
and experimental workshops. The salons were organized conversations that 
took place in Google Hangouts with no more than 10 people at a time (due 
to Google Hangout’s limit). Through these salons various topics involving 
collaboration were covered and discussed. Arranged workshops put 
collaboration into action and resulted in tangible artifacts. One such workshop 
tested the limits of technology in the creation of a collaboration motion piece. 

A series of essays are summarizing these experiences through a number of 
topics. This essay, “Collaboration: Issues of Technology” was written by 
Cat Normoyle (Memphis, TN) and Rebecca Tegtmeyer (Lansing, MI), both 
educators at academic institutions. This is our first experience working together 
outside of the larger group and we have never met in person. We chose to 
write in Google Drive through a Google Document, because it is a working 
space familiar to both of us. The use of comments, highlighting, and editing 
marks enabled us to have a dialog about our thoughts and perspectives. 

The comments worked as mini-conversations about an idea that was 
expressed in the main body of our text. We met via Google Hangouts 
often to review the changes and discuss next steps for writing.

The main obstacle we faced working this way was time. Because we 
are on different schedules in different time zones, it takes a greater 
effort to coordinate a common time for us to meet and work together. 
We would often work individually, but the main decisions could only 
happen when we would have a discussion about it. This leads us to 
question how the experience would have been different had we shared 
a similar location and time zone and be able to meet “face-to-face”.

Some of the problems that face technologically-driven collaborations is the 
human-centered desire to work “face-to-face” in support of spontaneous 
communication and organic workflows. Often those who work remotely, 
collaborating only through technological support feel disconnected from 
their peers and look for ways to connect in a more rich and meaningful 
way. People yearn for the casual collaborations that are encountered by 
running into each other during lunch break or stopping by someone’s 
office on a whim. These fluid or organic human interactions are sometimes 
lost in translation when we implement highly planned, organized 
collaboration methodologies like google hangout and skype meetings. On 
the contrary, these planned and organized collaborative interfaces like 
Google Hangout and Skype encourage collaboration in a very useful and 
appropriate way. Implementing these strategies requires pre-planning in 
the same way physical meetings require meeting requests to organize. 
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