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Abstract. Collaborative communities are increasingly supported by systems of
information and communication tools. Much current research and development
focuses on the technical and semantic aspects of tool system interoperability.
However, for developing effective tool systems, their pragmatic evaluation is also
essential. This implies that the usage context of tools is taken into account. In this
paper, we envision an approach to the pragmatic evaluation of tool system inter-
operability. Its main elements are a conceptualization of the tool system, its usage
context, and an evaluation processs. With these basic elements, pragmatic evalu-
ation can be operationalized in many different ways. We illustrate our approach
with several real-world examples.

1 Introduction

Information systems development in the classic sense of waterfall-based requirements
analysis, design, and implementation of monolithic and customized information sys-
tems more or less from scratch is on the way out. Collaborative communities, in which
people work together to accomplish common goals, increasingly make use of a wide
range of (Internet-based) information and communication tools to support their infor-
mation processing, communication, and coordination needs. A typical configuration for
such a community includes a content management system, a couple of mailing lists, dis-
cussion fora, chat or conferencing software, co-authoring tools, a calendar tool, and so
on. However, this is only a minimal set of tools. Most communities use a wide range of
additional tools, very much depending on the particular domain they are in1.

We define a tool system as the set of integrated and customized information and
communication tools tailored to the specific information, communication, and coordi-
nation requirements of a collaborative community. There are numerous, partially over-
lapping implementations of such functionalities. In addition, many of these tools are
built on top of an emerging cyberinfrastructure of organizational practices, technical in-
frastructure, and social norms [14]. Furthermore, each community has its own, unique
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in Sri Lanka after the 2004 tsunami: http://www.sahana.lk



way of using these functionalities. Finally, the requirements and technologies used are
in constant flux. In all, this makes it extremely complicated to come up with standard-
ized prescriptions for the best tool system for a particular community at a particular
moment in time. New forms of analysis, roles in software development, and the mean-
ing of use and maintenance need to evolve [28]. To design useful information systems
by selecting the right components, available functionalities in the form of modules and
services need to be evaluated in their context of use by the communities of use them-
selves.

A tool system is all about synergy and alignment. How to create a well-tuned or-
chestra out of these tools, which is able to perform a magnificent symphony? Like in
a human orchestra, this should go much beyond listing a set of the technical abilities
of the orchestra members. Each member has her own strengths and subtleties, which
cannot be exactly described, but needs to be experienced. Then, after much practice
and trial-and-error, the ensemble of all these unique individuals starts to express yet an-
other layer of synergetic qualities, distinct for different pieces played. Everybody would
agree that to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the various orchestra members, to
know which pieces they are best able to play, and to create the right combination of per-
formers, the trained ear of an experienced conductor is indispensable. Yet, in the design
of tailored tool systems, arguably similarly complex, the conductor is missing.

In systems development for collaborative communities, the real difficulty is not in
describing the functionalities of the individual tools, but in assessing the interoperability
of a configuration of tools in a particular usage context. Much has been said about
interoperability. The most general definition is that interoperability is the need to make
heterogeneous information systems work in the networked world [33]. One that is better
suited for our purpose of the assessment of tool system interoperability is the one given
by Miller in [24], who defines it as the ongoing process of ensuring that the systems,
procedures, and culture of an organisation are managed in such a way as to maximise
opportunities for exchange and re-use of information, whether internally or externally.
In such a view of interoperability, finding a way to represent and analyze the usage
context is all-important.

Much interoperability research stems from the domain of component-based systems
development and web services. The importance of syntactic and semantic interoperabil-
ity has been recognized for quite a while already [29, 17]. For example, the Universal
Description, Discovery and Integration (UDDI) standard provides rules for building ser-
vice directories and the facilitation of top-down querying capabilities [34]. However, al-
though syntactic and semantic interoperability is necessary, also the context-dependent
(i.e. pragmatic) needs of the users should be taken into account by more explicitly link-
ing service description, discovery, and invocation to context [30].

The key questions we will address in this paper are the following: how to conceptu-
alize the idea of usage context in tool system interoperability evaluation? What would
an evaluation procedure look like? What would the results of such a procedure be in
terms of design choices? The goal of the paper is to come up with a ”minimal con-
ceptual model”, an ontology as it were of the main concepts and relations needed to
develop pragmatic evaluation methods. Such a model can be used in the construction
of actual methods tailored to the specific needs of real-world user communities. It can



be used as a framework for the construction and comparison of such methods, ensuring
that they are truly pragmatic in the semiotic sense of the word.

In this paper, we will synthesize and extend a body of recent work. In [8], we ex-
amined the role of pragmatic patterns in the evolution of semantic resources. In [7],
we presented a basic conceptual model of tool system interoperability. We proposed
a practical community-driven courseware evaluation approach in [10]. Together, these
building blocks are the foundation of the pragmatic evaluation approach proposed in
this paper.

In Sect. 2, we give an informal introduction into the kind of issues at play in prag-
matic tool system interoperability by exploring a real-world example of a tool system
used to support the co-authoring of a call for papers. In Sect. 3, we conceptualize the
tool system. Sect. 4 captures the usage context. In Sect. 5, we model the evaluation
process. We end the paper with a discussion and conclusions in Sect. 6 and 7.

2 Pragmatic Tool System Interoperability Evaluation in Practice:
Co-Authoring a Call for Papers

Community interaction processes tend to be very complex, leading to context-specific
requirements which often cannot be met completely by any particular tool. Vice versa,
many tools are often used for a very different purpose than what they were originally
designed for. Thus, the tool systems emerging to support collaboration are about the
process of articulating ways how to use the tools as much as about the functionalities
themselves, if not more so. Next, we will describe a powerful real-world example of
how relatively straightforward tools can be combined into tool systems that as a whole
provide very complex but useful functionality2.

In 2006, the author was one of the three co-chairs of the First International Prag-
matic Web Conference. Since the chairs live and work far apart, they tried to write the
Call for Papers by sending Word-files around. However, as the Pragmatic Web is such
a new paradigm, confusion abounded and versions kept flying back and forth between
the three of them. It was clear that just using e-mail and word processors did not fit their
collaborative needs.

The co-chairs, additionally, had a need for voice contact. However, the phone would
not do, since the three of them needed to discuss simultaneously. Phone conferences
were still relatively expensive, so they decided to use Skype instead. This voice-over-
Internet application at the time allowed up to five people to discuss for free. Additional
benefits were that the sound quality is much better than that of the phone, and that one
can talk using a microphone. This means that one’s hands are free and one can type
while talking.

Although the co-chairs could now talk simultaneously, they were not there yet. They
were considering three versions of the document: one previously written by one chair,
one by another chair, and the third one the version-in-progress which contained the
modifications that they were making as they spoke. This was too much, as all of them
were getting very confused by all those almost-but-not-quite similar texts. Instead, they
came up with the following solution (Fig. 1).

2 Previously described on http://growingpains.blogs.com/home/2006/03/it takes at lea.html



Fig. 1. A Tool System for Co-Authoring a Call for Papers

– All co-chairs opened one of the previous versions in Word for reference.
– One co-chair acted as editor, and opened the version of the second chair as the

starting point of the version-in-progress.
– The co-chairs started editing this version paragraph-by-paragraph, line-by-line. Each

time, the editor would copy the paragraph currently being discussed, and paste it
into Skype’s chat-window.

– All three co-chairs would look at this paragraph, and compare it with the same
paragraph in the other Word-version. They could then propose and discuss modifi-
cations a few lines at a time. The editor kept track of these changes in the version
being edited. Having agreed orally upon only a few lines, it was already getting dif-
ficult to see the bigger picture. Whenever that was the case, the editor copy/pasted
the now modified paragraph into Skype-chat again. The co-chairs would then -
orally - make a few more changes, to be copy/pasted into Chat by the editor.

– This continued until all co-chairs were satisfied with the full paragraph. They then
moved on to the next paragraph, until they were, at last, happy with the final Call
for Papers.

So, what exactly happened? A few standard tool functionality components were
used: Word for editing text; Skype-Conference for group voice discussion; Skype-
Chat for keeping track of the rapidly changing ”focus-text”. Two roles (Author, Edi-
tor) were distinguished. A few simple process rules were adhered to: all authors focus
on the same paragraph; all authors compare the current focus-paragraph with the re-
lated Word-paragraph and make comments; the editor changes lines on which consen-
sus has been reached in the version-in-progress; the editor pastes modified paragraphs
into chat whenever there is too much confusion. This arrangement then allowed for a



very complex group authoring process to be successfully supported by information and
commnunication technologies. For all the co-chairs, it has been a transformative expe-
rience to see how such a dauntingly complex collaborative task could be done online
instead of face-to-face. This experience reconfirms the idea that the future of collabora-
tion support will not be in very expensive, proprietary collaborative platforms. Instead,
continuously rediscovering the right combination of tools, process, and context seems
to be the direction to go.

3 A Conceptual Model of the Tool System

A functionality is a set of functions and their specified properties that satisfy stated or
implied needs3. Functionalities come in different forms of aggregation, from simple
word processing functions to complete modules and applications supporting particu-
lar workflows or business processes. When evaluating functionality, the right level of
granularity should be chosen.

In [7], we introduced a basic model of a tool system, consisting of components of
different levels of granularity. At the lowest level of granularity, we distinguish systems
of tools or services. The next level consists of the tools or services themselves. Then
come the modules comprising the tools or services. Finally, we distinguish the particular
functions grouped in a module.

Fig. 2. A Functionality Decomposition of the Co-Authoring Tool System

3 Definition by the Software Engineering Insitute Open Systems Glossary:
http://www.sei.cmu.edu/opensystems/glossary.html



Functionality components of different levels of granularity can be linked in many
ways. The interface between two functionality components A and B is described by the
externally visible representation of the knowledge structures used in A and B.

In [7], we focused on the communication aspects of the interoperating functionality
components. We abstracted from the internal information processes, which are oper-
ations on information objects within a functionality component, such as the creation,
modification, or deletion of an object. For tool selection, such processes are important,
however, so we include them in our conceptual model. Note that we are only inter-
ested in those information processes visible to a user, so we abstract from all internal
computational processes.

Fig. 2 gives a functionality decomposition of the main elements of the co-authoring
support system described in the previous section. For simplicity, information objects
and processes have not been included. The Skype Conference-module includes the
function that allows a group of users to discuss. Its Chat-module allows users to type
text, paste text from the clipboard onto the chat screen, and to view the typed and pasted
text. One of the main modules of Word is to support the processing of text, including
editing a text file and copying text onto the clipboard.

Strictly speaking, a tool system conceptualization is only about functionality, not
about context. However, the tools, modules, and functions selected are a subset of all po-
tentially available functionality. This selection is determined by the usage context. This
is a good example of how the Tool System and the Human System are co-dependent
and co-evolve, to use Doug Engelbart’s terms [15].

This leads us to the question how to conceptualize the usage context? It is clear that
a sense of communal purpose is important, but how exactly to operationalize this notion
and its linkages to the tool system?

4 A Conceptual Model of the Usage Context

In [8], we made a first stab at modelling the pragmatic layer of web-based information
systems. We claimed that there needs to be a user-controlled selection process of seman-
tic representations4. We defined a pragmatic context to consist of a common context and
a set of individual contexts. The common context was defined by the common concepts
and conceptual definitions of interest to a community, the communicative interactions
in which these concepts are defined and used, and a set of common context parameters
(relevant properties of concepts describing the context). Each community member was
said to have an individual context, consisting of individual concepts and definitions of
interest, as well as individual context parameters. We then characterized the pragmatic
context by a set of pragmatic patterns, including individual and common pragmatic pat-
terns. In that paper, we focused on the meaning negotiation process between community
members and did not further explore the notion of the common and individual context
parameters, nor their conceptualization in patterns. In the current paper, the focus is

4 Although in the current paper, the focus is on functionality selection rather than semantics
resources selection, this distinction is not relevant here. In both cases, we are interested in the
ontological status of resources/tools, and how their relevance to communities of users can be
assessed.



reversed: we do not so much look at how individual and common pragmatic patterns
influence the meaning negotiation process. Rather, we further explore the make-up of
the individual and common pragmatic patterns, and how they come about in the first
place. In that sense, the papers complement each other.

4.1 Goals

Goals or objectives are crucial in the pragmatic view. Everything starts with goals. Goals
give a sense of purpose, drive people and processes, and can be used as evaluation
criteria.

We distinguish two types of goals. First, there are activities, such as “writing a
call” or “making a group assigment”. Such activities in fact are operationalized goals:
processes with a concrete deliverable as an outcome, often in the form of an informa-
tion object such as a report or a message. However, many goals are abstract and cut
right across processes and structures. Examples of such goals are non-functional re-
quirements and quality criteria, like ”security”, ”interactivity”, and so on. We call such
abstract goals aspects.

Although activities can be viewed as workflows, we abstract from their design and
implementation details, such as concurrency and sequence. Although definitely impor-
tant in the final construction of the information system, for the purpose of functionality
component selection they add unnecessary complexity. This initial stage, the focus of
this paper, concerns itself much more with selection of potential functionalities, not
their actual configurations for workflow support.

4.2 Actors

Many stakeholders are involved in tool system evaluation. For example, in the domain
of courseware evaluation, students, teachers, the computer center, etc. all have their very
specific, often partially incompatible interests, needs, and goals. Students prefer easy-
to-use functionalities, whereas main concerns of the computer center include security
and reusability [10]. In order to ensure that all requirements are captured, contrasted,
and balanced, it is not sufficient to examine ”The User”. Instead, a very careful inven-
tory needs to be made of the actor roles that the various stakeholders play. Making
roles explicit is gaining prominence in, for instance, the Role Based Access Control
paradigm5 as a way to systematically determine actor responsibilities in workflows and
access to functionalities and information resources. Most role classifications are quite
abstract and technology-focused (Administrator, Facilitator, Member etc.). However,
many other typologies are possible, often quite specific to a particular domain. Roles
could, for instance, be based on workflow process (Author, Editor, Reviewer, ...), or-
ganizational structure (Secretary, Manager, ...), or based on the main stakeholders in a
particular domain (UNEP, Corporation, NGO, ...). Carefully defining the responsibili-
ties, permissions, and prohibitions attached to these roles helps in better definining the
use patterns of information systems. Besides operational status, such actor roles should
also be explicitly involved in the development of the socio-technical systems-in-use, as
is the focus of this paper

5 http://csrc.nist.gov/rbac/



4.3 Domain

A third layer of the model is the domain in which the collaborative community using
the tool system (inter)operates. The domain is an important, but still ill-understood el-
ement in tool system evaluation. Aspects that influence evaluation processes and func-
tionalities of the tool system include issues of structure and size, for example is it a
distributed network or centralized organization, a large or a small organization? What
setting is the tool being used in: an academic, a corporate, a governmental, or a non-
governmental setting? What is the financial situation: are there resources for acquisition
or customization of software, or is off-the-shelf, open source software the only option?
Are there political alliances and commitments that force or preclude the use of certain
software? In other words, the domain determines how many degrees of freedom there
are in evaluation process.

5 The Tool System Interoperability Evaluation Process

Summing up, we have established tool functionality components, goals (activities and
criteria), actor roles played by users, and the domain as important primitives playing a
role in the evaluation process of tool system interoperability (Fig. 3). We now examine
the structure of this process itself.

The stakeholders playing actor roles are usually very busy, and have little time and
opportunity to develop an in-depth knowledge of the technology at hand nor to make
many requirements explicit. Each human stakeholder possesses a treasure trove of sub-
tle tacit knowledge of the tool system-in-use. Tacit knowledge is highly personal and is
deeply rooted in action, procedures, routines, commitment, ideals, values and emotions,
and is thus hard to formalize [20]. Creating massive, unwieldy evaluation processes
forcing users to assess numerous issues in detail is a dead-end road. Rather, a useful
method should focus on a few, comprehensive goals, which allow for commonalities
and differences in evaluations to be easily established, while giving ample opportunity
for efficiently zooming in on the underlying factors in human discussion processes.
The core goals could thus be used as a sieve, allowing expensive human interactions
to be focused immediately on the most interesting issues of shared understanding and
disagreement.

Although the number of evaluation goals to be made explicit should be minimized,
a well-structured evaluation process is needed, respecting the different perspectives of
the stakeholders. The reasons for making final selection decisions need to be clearly
conveyed to the users to increase legitimacy and technology acceptance. Decisions on
functionality component selection and configuration should be devolved to the lowest
actor-level possible. For example, in a courseware setting, overall class functionality
choices will generally need to be made by the lecturer, group settings by the groups,
and individual settings by the individual user.

5.1 Evaluation Subprocesses

To structure the evaluation process, we subdivide it into three subprocesses: use, inter-
pretation, and decision making.



Fig. 3. The Pragmatic Tool System Interoperability Evaluation Process

– In the use process, users get hands-on experience with the functionalities. Evalua-
tions can be either ex-ante or ex-post this use process. Ex-ante evaluations may in-
volve scenarios: task-based expressions of human-machine interaction, which help
users to at least partially imagine the potential usefulness and acceptability of func-
tionalities [32]. Ex-post evaluations concern evaluations done after the functionality
has been actually used. Although ex-ante evaluations can be useful, ex-post evalua-
tions are preferred, since unexpected affordances and constraints of functionalities
often only become apparent during actual use [37].

– The interpretation process is the process in which the users score and then use the
scores to prioritize and discuss the usefulness of the tool system (as there are many
ways to obtain scores, and as the scoring process is the most formal and quantitative
stage of the interpretation process, it will be further discussed in Sect. 5.2). It is cru-
cial that the interpretation process is both effective and efficient. The interpretation
process needs to be effective, in that - ideally - the interests and goals of all relevant
stakeholders are satisfied. This requires that the right stakeholders are involved in
the evaluation, and that they are provided with an instrument to actively identify,
compare, and discuss their requirements and interests. Carefully designed strategies



are needed to balance the often competing demands of many different stakehold-
ers [2]. The evaluation process should also be efficient. Empirical findings have
shown that users have more confidence in simple information and communication
technology (ICT) evaluation methods [5]. If evaluations become more numerous,
and are to be performed by very busy professionals who often have other priori-
ties, only the most relevant questions should be asked. This could be done in the
form of an initial quick-scan, with more detailed analysis of areas identified to be
problematic only to be done in a follow-up analysis. Evaluation criteria need to
be defined, which in our case are determined by the goals (activities as well as as-
pects). These criteria can range from simple activities to be supported to abstract
aspects like usability. Evaluation criteria should on the one hand be understandable
by the user; on the other hand be precise and comprehensive enough to capture
the complexity of the tool system development and use. Second, the community
doing the evaluation needs to be characterized: What are the actors and their goal
concepts? Does the community evaluate as a whole, arriving at a single, majority
or consensus evaluation result, or is it decomposed into groups or even individuals.
How do their differences in evaluations play a role in the interpretation and decision
making processes?

– Finally, decision making needs to take place based on the evaluation results. The
decision making process needs to be examined from the point of view of stake-
holders involved, the decision making procedure, and types of interventions in the
socio-technical system. Who makes the decisions on the tool system design and
implementation: the users and interpreters, or external authorities? Is the decision
making procedure based on quantitative results only, or are also qualitative descrip-
tions taken into account? Is there any interaction between interpreters and decision
makers? How are the results used to decide on the selection/acquisition, configura-
tion, or integration of new software?

5.2 The Scoring Process

The subprocesses sketched above can be implemented in many different ways. We do
not aim to provide one particular approach here, since our goal is really to sketch the
framework in which to position these processes. However, we will examine one crucial
subprocess, the scoring process, in more depth here, as it is at the heart of the inter-
pretation process. This, in turn, is the main process in which stakeholders reflect on the
roles of the various technologies in their complex usage context.

In [10], we presented a scoring method based on Bedell’s method for the evaluation
of IT functionality effectiveness [4]. In Bedell’s method, IS functionalities are scored
on both the effectiveness and importance for the activities they support. The activities
themselves are also scored on their importance to the organization. The importance
scores act as weights for the effectiveness scores. Bedell has developed a whole range
of increasingly aggregate indicators, the most general one being whether as an organi-
zation to invest in ICT at all. Through these indicators, the method is a useful aid in the
organizational ICT interpretation and decision making process.

Simplifying Bedell’s approach, we proposed a practical method for courseware
evaluation in [10]. This approach is applicable to any tool system, however. Rather



than using Bedell’s elaborate and quite complex framework of indicators, we limited
ourselves to two indicators: activity scores and functionality scores. These indicators
can be used to answer two basic questions: (1) how well are the various activities sup-
ported by the functionality components? (2) how effectively are the various functional-
ity components used? In the current paper, we keep the notion of functionality scores,
but generalize the activity scores to goal scores, as not only activities but also cross-
activity aspects are possible sources of purpose to be taken into account in evaluation.
We therefore consider both activity scores and aspect scores to be subtypes of goal
scores.

Goal Scores

Goal (activity/aspect) scores show how useful the combined functionality compo-
nents are for the support of a particular goal. Functionality scores represent the use-
fulness of a particular functionality component in supporting the combined goals of a
community. In calculating these scores, the basic elements to be defined by the users in
their actor roles are:

Fig. 4. Activity Scores for Blackboard and CourseFlow in 2003

– I(g) = importance of a goal
– I(f, g) = importance of a functionality in supporting a particular goal
– Q(f, g) = quality of a functionality in supporting a particular goal.

Users can define their own criteria for explicating the importance and quality scores,
or leave them implicit, just using their intuition. Whether they decide to further explicate
their assessments or not, our approach allows (individual) evaluations to be positioned
and aggregated in the larger evaluation framework and process.

(i) G-Score =
∑

I(fi, g) ∗ Q(fi, g), for all functionalities 1..i

For all functionality components fi supporting a particular goal g, the experienced
quality of the support they provide, is multiplied by their importance in supporting this



activity. The sum of these values measures the usefulness of the combined tool com-
ponents for a particular goal to the scoring user. This measure is especially useful for
technology users, such as lecturers and students, or program chairs.

(ii) F-Score =
∑

I(gj) ∗ I(f, gj) ∗ Q(f, gj), for all goals 1..j

For all goals gj supported by a particular functionality component f , the quality
of the support provided is multiplied by its importance for this activity and by the im-
portance of the goal. This last multiplication is necessary as support for goals more
important to the users should weigh more than for less relevant goals. The sum of these
values measures the usefulness of a particular functionality component for the com-
bined goals of the scoring user(s). This measure is especially useful for technology
maintainers and developers. It allows, for example, a university computer centre or cor-
porate IT department to determine which tool system components to get, or to get rid
of.

An Example: Evaluating the Making of Group Assignments with Courseware

In 2002 and 2003, the approach was experimented with by Information Manage-
ment students at Tilburg University. In both years, they tested the value of different
Blackboard modules for the making of group assignments. This process was subdivided
into four activities (information collection, group discussion, submission of results, and
feedback from peers), while 11 functionality modules were examined (Send E-Mail,
Discussion Board, Virtual Chat, etc.). In 2003, also an open source courseware tool,
CourseFlow, was scored on similar modules. The results were interpreted by the soft-
ware manager of Tilburg University, who considered them useful as an input in future
decision making for courseware acquisition.

In this paper, we are not going in depth into the details of the scoring process. A de-
tailed account of the goals, design, and results of the experiment is given in [10]. From
that paper, we show two figures to give the reader a feel for how the process works.
Fig. 4 shows how similar both tools are in their support for group assignment making.
Fig. 5 shows how similar both tools in the experienced usefulness of their functionality
components. This is powerful evidence for the usefulness of open source courseware,
at least from the point of view of students. Given that much open source software is
actually more reliable and secure than proprietary software, from the point of view of
the computer center as well, open source courseware could be a viable alternative to ex-
pensive vendor software. By making careful evaluations of which activities need to be
supported by which particular functionalities, the funds then becoming available might
be put to much better use, for example to develop functionality for needs that currently
are not supported. To give an indication, Tilburg University alone, with about 10,000
students, paid many tens of thousands of euros in license fees for the use of Blackboard
courseware in 2003. Given the strong collaboration of Dutch universities in the inter-
university ICT and networking organization SURFNet, the combined funds for a joint
courseware product development and evaluation project might easily add up to many
hundreds of thousands of euros annually. Many universities already have an installed
base of (proprietary) courseware applications. It is not feasible to completely change



Fig. 5. Functionality Scores for Blackboard and CourseFlow in 2003

applications. However, through plug-ins and links, specialized functionality modules
can be easily added to applications. Courseware evaluation of components should con-
tribute to detect the gaps which such specialized modules could fill.

Our approach only provides a bird’s eye view. Very high scores indicate high quality
and high importance; very low scores indicate low quality and low importance. To in-
terpret intermediate results correctly, the source data need to be analyzed in more detail,
and to ensure the significance of many of the smaller differences, statistical tests such as
t-test comparisons would be needed . However, given the complexity of the evaluation
task, and the many different opinions of what are relevant evaluation criteria, false pre-
cision would not add much value. Instead, recognition of the broad patterns as a starting
point for focused discussion and analysis is what a method like ours can contribute

The particular results may not be completely generalizable to other student popu-
lations, as Information Management students may have different preferences and eval-
uation criteria given their personal interest in advanced information technologies. Fur-
thermore, courseware may also be used for many different purposes. In this paper, we
analyzed only the group assignment handling process, but scores are probably very dif-
ferent when the method is applied to other workflows.

6 Discussion

Besides being limited in scope with respect to results, the scoring process proposed is
still primitive in methodological functionality. Possible extensions include user-friendly
versions of Bedell’s [4] more advanced concepts, allowing for more refined judgments
in the intermediate range of scores. Besides just giving a generic quality score, specific



quality aspects such as user friendliness, effectiveness, and maintainability could be in-
cluded. Such indicators themselves also need to be interlinked, for example to ensure
that different indicators measure the same quality aspect, thus increasing the value of
measurement [35]. However, we should be careful not to introduce too much method-
ological complexity, as it scares away intended users and makes interpretation of eval-
uation results by the users themselves difficult. Careful consideration of the trade-off
between methodological power and comprehensibility, for example by experimentation
with different types of scores and visualizations, might considerably increase the value
of a practical evaluation method (e.g. [16]).

Another limitation of the example approach presented is that only students were
asked to evaluate courseware functionality. Still, their aggregated evaluations were used
in decision making by other stakeholders, such as the software manager. A more com-
prehensive approach thus would have to contrast evaluations by different stakeholders,
since the interests of all stakeholders need to be balanced. For example, what is the soft-
ware manager to do when a lecturer evaluates a functionality shared with students very
differently? Whose evaluation to give preference? To address these important issues,
techniques to identify and manage stakeholders interests, and to design high-quality
multi-stakeholder dialogues aimed at improved relationship building and learning po-
tentials could play a key role [2, 23].

The IS quality literature has produced many evaluation criteria frameworks, cover-
ing more or less completely the information systems development process. One classic
example is Delen and Rijsenbrij’s quality tree, which decomposes information systems
quality into 46 quality attributes, organized in four dimensions: the process dimension,
concerning the development process; the static dimension, which refers to the control of
the IS; the dynamic dimension, covering the functioning of the system as perceived by
the user; and the information dimension, concerning the quality of the information itself
[11]. Along similar lines, DeLone and McLean, in their famous survey article of the lit-
erature, identified a very large, confusing and partially overlapping set of IS ”success”
measures [12]. Whereas business process models and workflow patterns can extend the
ontologies of activity-type goals in our evaluation approach, such quality frameworks
can do the same for the aspect-type goals.

The weighing, comparison, and aggregation of scores is more complex than sketched
here: for example, there are many dependencies between goals. Also, can activities and
aspects be compared in one measure, or should they be measured separately? To re-
fine such aspects, pragmatic evaluation could also benefit from the quality IS litera-
ture. Many evaluation methods have been designed, so many that their classification
has become a research topic in its own. For example, based on whether an evaluation
method has a financial or non-financial focus and the type of parameter calculation
technique used, Renkema and Berghout distinguish between financial, multi-criteria,
ratio, and portfolio approaches [26]. Typical examples of financial methods are calcu-
lations of Net Present Value and Internal Rate of Return. However, since just focusing
on financial aspects is insufficient when looking at information systems with strategic
impact, some explicit process needs to be designed to make intangibles measurable as
well [19]. Multi-criteria approaches allow for non-financial aspects to be quantified,
preferably leading to aggregate measures for each investment. For example, in their In-



formation Economics method, Parker et al. distinguish between different non-financial
aspects from the business and technology domains, such as ’strategic match’ and ’IS
infrastructure risk’ [22]. These aspects get weighed and scored, leading to subtotals of
positive and negative weighted scores, which give an indication of the overall value of
the proposal. Related methods like Quality Function Deployment (QFD) help to trans-
late customer needs into balanced sets of relevant design and production requirements
[6].

A different classification of evaluation methods is proposed by Bannister and Re-
menyi [3]. They distinguish between fundamental measures, metrics which parameter-
ize characteristics down to a single measure, and composite approaches (such as In-
formation Economics and Bedell’s method), which combine several fundamental mea-
sures to obtain an overall picture of value/investment return. However, they go beyond
the calculation of the metrics and examine their interpretation. To this purpose, they
introduce a third category of approaches, meta approaches, which attempt to select the
optimum set of measures for a context or set of circumstances. Furthermore, they note
that fundamental, composite, and meta-approaches can be applied in two different ways.
Many methodologies take a positive/reductionist stance, where the decision maker ac-
cepts the best overall score without questioning. Hermeneutic perspectives, on the other
hand, allow for the decision maker to interpret several metrics in a way that cannot be
formally stated. According to the authors, these approaches are the more interesting, for
example by letting ”instinct” play a more important role [3]. In our case, it would be
particularly interesting to examine work on hermeneutic meta-approaches, to develop
the kind of pragmatic evaluation methods needed for interoperable tool systems. Oth-
ers propose that general evaluation methods focusing on multi-criteria comparison like
QFD should be embedded in a group decision support process to become really useful
[6]. Thus, finding the right balanced between formal and informal evaluation, in par-
ticular the link between informal interpretation and decision making with quantitative
scoring approaches needs serious investigation. Conceptual structures tools could play
a very important role here, by allowing for evaluation process ontologies to be defined
and used, defining patterns at the right level of granularity between total formality and
complete informality.

The use of patterns is a very important extension of the evaluation approach pro-
posed. In [8], we examined the roles of individual and communal conceptual patterns
in designing the Pragmatic Web. We proposed a typology of collaboration patterns in
[9]. Such patterns can enrich the modeling of the usage context and tool system and
the mappings between and within these systems. Conceptual structures tools can be
very helpful, not as operational tools to support collaboration processes directly, but as
meta-tools for defining collaborative requirements and the tool functionalities that can
satisfy these requirements. They can support the capture, representation, and analysis
of the collaboration patterns that are the essence of the evolving socio-technical system
formed by a collaborative community and its supporting tool system. One useful exten-
sion could be to refine our current simple activity-concept with more complex and real-
istic business process and workflow ideas. Vice versa, business process/workflow man-
agement systems could benefit from more systematic evaluation. For example, much
interesting work is happening on such standards like the Business Process Management



Notation (BPMN) for modelling business processes and, for instance, the Business Pro-
cess Execution Language for Web Services (BPEL4WS) for describing the design of
and the mappings to the systems supporting such processes [36]. Which services to use
for what business processes is unclear, however. Our approach could help conceptu-
alize evaluation processes. A related notion are workflow patterns, which can be seen
from many perspectives, e.g. the control flow, data, resource, and exception handling
perspectives[31]. Many control flow structures, for example, have to do with temporal
or role restrictions on flow elements6. It would be worth examining to what extent such
a canon of workflow patterns could be mapped to particular tool system components,
and at what level of granularity.

In this paper, we examined the notion of ’pragmatics’ from a very basic goal-
orientation perspective. In philosophy, much more advanced treatments of this concept
have been proposed, many of them too theoretical to be useful for the messy practice of
systems development. In particular in our Conceptual Structures research community,
however, interesting attempts at applying pragmatics-philosophy to the construction of
concrete tool systems development methodologies are underway. Examples are Keeler
and Pfeiffer’s interest in a Peirce-grounded pragmatic methodology for the develop-
ment of scientific collaboratories and knowledge representation systems [18], Rich-
mond’s trikonic architectonic for inter-enterprise systems evolution [27], Delugach’s
active knowledge systems architecture [13], and the goal-oriented transaction mod-
elling in multi-agent systems proposed by Polovina et al [25]. Related work from the
field of argumentation theory shows how pragmatics can inform design processes of
socio-technical systems [1].

Fig. 6. The Author/Al Mohr Attending the First Second Life International Conference

6 See http://www.workflowpatterns.com/patterns/ for many examples of these and other work-
flow patterns



So far, we have been looking at tool interoperability in the “real” world. However, a
whole new class of tool systems is rapidly emerging in virtual worlds like Second Life7.
Until recently, they were still in their infancy due to hardware and software limitations.
However, as these worlds are rapidly maturing, an increasing number of serious applica-
tions are developing. An exciting recent event was the First Second Life Best Practices
in Education International Conference8. This conference was held entirely “in-world”,
allowing people from all over the world to attend conference and poster sessions, ven-
dor exhibits and so on using an avatar, like this picture of the author/Al Mohr shows
(Fig. 6). These worlds are also very significant from a tool system interoperability point
of view as they are filled with actionable objects. In fact, everything in such a world is a
virtual object, which can show behavior through scripts. These objects themselves can
and are being combined into ever more complex systems, which display very sophisti-
cated overall behaviors, many of which are impossible in the Real World. For example,
one of the favorite modes of movement in Second Life is flying. Not using a plane,
but by persons just floating away from the ground without external help. To develop
effective collaborative systems in-world, pragmatic evaluation of such ”virtual object
systems” could lead to as of yet unimaginable new objects and behaviors, even the sky
no longer being the limit.

7 Conclusions

Choosing the right functionality components to include in a tool system is not simply
a technological decision, but a strategic socio-technical development choice. Function-
ality selection requires a careful balancing of the multiple professional, political, and
social requirements of a collaborative community with the affordances and constraints
inherent in the interoperable tool system. Without adequate, ongoing tool system eval-
uation, the socio-technical gap between work practices and supporting tools may easily
become too large, endangering collaboration.

In this paper, we examined the pragmatic evaluation of tool system interoperability.
We have explored the make-up and links between the tool system and usage context,
and examined the process in which the socio-technical calibration between these two
subsystems needs to take place. We did not present an operational evaluation method,
but outlined a conceptual framework for characterizing and comparing pragmatic eval-
uation methods. Instead, our aim was to convey the complexity of the kind of socio-
technical systems analysis needed.

It is not sufficient to merely produce tools that could interoperate at the technical
or semantic level. Instead, it is essential that tool components are evaluated in many
different community contexts-of-use, in order to find out what interoperations of tool
components do work in practice. Two major problems with such pragmatic evaluation,
however, are the infinite variety of usage contexts, and the subtle balance that needs to
be found between formal representations and human, informal, interpretation. As Pacey
puts it: “tacit knowledge in a human mind not only is operational knowledge that can

7 http://www.secondlife.com
8 http://slbestpractices2007.wikispaces.com/. A photo gallery of one of the conference sessions

can be found at http://communitysense.net/info/?q=node/53



easily be built into a machine, but also includes a sense of what the knowledge means
and how it is related to human purposes [21, p.9]”. Conceptual structures tools could
be the key to linking the unique human capacity to interpret the meaning of an infinity
of contexts with computational power. These tools having the ability to represent and
reason about patterns, combined with their strong focus on syntactic and semantic in-
teroperability, make them an indispensable component in the next generation pragmatic
evaluation methods. They will pave the way to a gradual meshing of method and sys-
tem, as the information systems of the future will be continuously evolving, driven by
the purposeful meta-systems formed by their communities of use in combination with
the analytical power of conceptual structures tools.
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