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In the United States alone, millions of work-hours are spent in meetings and other group activities each business day. Much time and effort are wasted due to inefficiencies in the way these activities are conducted. Yet, little attention has been given to improving the way meetings are managed.





Office automation has improved the effectiveness of office work. Yet, office automation generally benefits a single user performing an individual task more than a group of people who are performing joint tasks or teamwork assignments.





Now, computer-assisted collaboration is changing the way work is performed by teams. Even so, teams are fraught with human frailties. The people who participate in meetings and group activities come with preconceived notions, hidden agendas, personal traits, political biases, and a variety of other idiosyncrasies.





The dilemma was recognized by Benjamin Franklin more than 200 years ago. He observed: “When you assemble a group of people to have advantage of their joint wisdom, you inevitably assemble with those people all their prejudices, their errors of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views. From such an assembly, can a perfect production be expected?”





Now, more than 200 years later, “a perfect production” still remains an ambitious expectation; but a new type of computer-assisted collaboration or collaborative groupware called Electronic Meeting Systems (EMS) is producing remarkable results in a number of cases. Mr. Franklin would be astonished if he could sit in to observe a group using EMS.





What is EMS?





Electronic Meeting Systems, or EMS, is a special-purpose subset of collaborative groupware which has been developed especially to improve productivity and quality in meetings or other group activities. For example, activities such as negotiations, task force deliberations, requirements definition, group decision support (GDS), proposal development, conflict resolution, strategic planning sessions, business process reengineering (BPR) sessions, joint application design sessions (JADS), prototyping, policy formulation, product development, brainstorming, focus groups, Integrated DEFinition (IDEF) modeling sessions, and just plain meetings have all been conducted using EMS. It makes group meetings more productive by applying information technology that is designed to directly impact and change the behavior of groups to improve group effectiveness, efficiency, and satisfaction.





The EMS software is a set of programs or tools that runs on networked computers. It works for same-time/same-place and for different-time/different-place meetings. Using PCs, participants engage in concurrent and/or asynchronous electronic dialogues with each other, but with purpose and under the direction of a skilled facilitator. Participants contribute ideas anonymously, without fear of criticism. Everyone has equal opportunity for participation. Ideas are evaluated on the merits of the ideas and not based on the personality traits or political clout of the persons who suggested the ideas. In a nutshell, EMS serves to generate, organize, prioritize and document ideas quickly and with little effort. It stimulates creative thinking and encourages enthusiastic participation, while fostering cooperation, teamwork, consensus, commitment and focused conclusions.





How Does EMS Work?





EMS harnesses the power of computers to provide a quantum leap in productivity and effectiveness of meetings and other groupwork activities. EMS provides tools and techniques to augment or to amplify the efforts of people who are seeking breakthrough solutions to pressing problems or to new challenges. If preceded by proper planning, proper tool selection, and skilled facilitation. EMS provides a number of benefits.





Productivity is one. Let’s say you want to conduct a one-hour meeting with 15 participants. If everyone had equal time to speak, each participant would get 4 minutes of “air-time”. Of course this never works out this way because every meeting seems to have 2 or 3 outspoken people who tend to dominate the discussion. However, with an electronic meeting all the participants are encouraged to speak at the same time, electronically, by keying their comments into computer keyboards in parallel. That is, each person has a separate computer which is connected to all the other computers. Thus, every participant is assured of having a full 60 minutes of “air time” if he so desires. He may choose to use his time to contribute new ideas or to respond to the ideas of others. This technique is sometimes referred to as “electronic brainstorming”; and participants have expressed amazement at the quantity and quality of material that a small group of people may generate in a very short time.





Anonymity is another advantage. That is, all electronic input is anonymous. The EMS software is expressly designed so that even the system technicians cannot determine the identity of any author or even which keyboard was used to enter a given comment. This has the effect of “leveling the playing field.” Now, people in meetings will not longer be afraid to speak up because their boss or others of political importance are in the meeting. Also, since no one knows the source of any comment, each idea or thought is judged on its own merit, rather than being based on the rank or the position of the person who said it.





Triggering is also an EMS advantage. In an electronic meeting there is a large, public screen onto which the collective thoughts and ideas of the group are projected. This is in addition to the private screen or video terminal located at each participant’s workstation. Thus, each participant may use his or her private screen to compose his thoughts, or he may review the ideas and comments that have been contributed by the other participants on the large public screen (or, on his private screen if he prefers). Because each participant can see everyone else’s work (without knowing the identities of the authors, of course), new ideas and thoughts are triggered, and many new ideas are typically brought forth. Because they are free to be totally candid, people are willing to share budding or embryonic ideas which in turn may stimulate other new ideas that would never surface in a conventional meeting. This phenomena, described as “hitchhiking,” is often cited as the primary basis for the synergism of EMS group sessions.





Automatic “Minutes of the Meeting” is another important consideration of electronic meeting systems. No longer is it necessary to transcribe illegible notes or dozens of flip-charts after the meeting is over. Now, all information (every word, idea, or thought) is captured electronically into the system instantaneously as it is entered. There are even functions for classifying, categorizing, voting and prioritizing of action items. All this material may be produced as hard copy printouts or transferred to another computer tool such as a word processor or a spreadsheet program.





Conventional non-electronic verbal communication such as debate, discussion and dialogue, including stand-up presentations, comments and questions should continue in all types of meetings, including EMS meetings. It is the duty of a professional facilitator to orchestrate the meeting process and to facilitate the proper blend of electronic and conventional methods to accomplish the desired results of a meeting. Ultimately, however, it is the sponsor or the owner of the meeting who will make the final decisions regarding matters concerning the schedule, agenda, content, invited participants, and expected outcome of a particular meeting.





By its very nature, EMS is intuitive and easy to learn. A person with little or no computer or typing skills can engage as an active participant in an EMS session with a small amount of instruction or direction. The best results are obtained when an experienced or skilled facilitator is in charge of the meeting or group activity. This is not to suggest that the sponsor or the person who called the meeting must relinquish authority to the facilitator. In fact, some of the most dramatic results of using EMS have been reported in military settings or other situations where ultimate authority has been vested in persons with pronounced autocratic management types. Frequently, it is this type of individual who, after seeing the results firsthand, will become the most ardent proponent of the EMS concept.





Convergence Versus Divergence





One definition of “convergence” is “. . . tending or moving toward union or toward a common conclusion or result.” Divergence is defined as “. . . departure from a course or non; a deviation, . . . a difference of opinion.” The ultimate objective of almost any team effort would be to converge, with consensus, upon a group decision or plan of action. However, to converge often requires some divergent thinking and exploration prior to reaching consensus. Some EMS tools are better suited for divergent exercises and some are particularly useful to achieve convergence. Therefore, an EMS participant with only limited experience with perhaps one or two of the tools may conclude that EMS is better for one type of activity than for another. A more accurate or appropriate observation is possible only when one has examined or used all of the EMS tools being used in the manner in which they were intended.





A number of EMS products have appeared on the market and revenues from these products were expected to exceed $1 billion by 1997. The GroupSystems product by Ventana Corporation is reported to be the most advanced EMS or group productivity program available. GroupSystems provides a wide range of tools and functions; and it facilitates an efficiently managed collaborative environment by addressing five key areas: 1) idea generation, 2) idea organization, 3) alternatives evaluation and consensus building, 4) decision making, and 5) the immediate creation of an accurate group record and action plan.





Researchers are about to release Enterprise Edition which is claimed to be the first full-featured Internet-based collaborative group support system. Team members working on many different kinds of computers around the world can exchange information and deliberate, collaboratively, working together toward their joint goals. Enterprise Edition should expand remote involvement in collaborative activities. Participants will work from anywhere they can connect to the Web. Team members can be at their desktops, at home, or anywhere in the world.





Any time/any place interaction for decision making and communication is what everyone wants in this fast-paced world today, but how do we make it possible? Lotus Notes and Collabra Share address several related issues, such as data sharing, but there’s much more to interacting collaboratively. To accomplish real work one need an agenda, plus processes and structure to guide the interactions of a group. Why are structure and process so important? Because without them chaos results. A look at the results of discussion databases and user group discussion sessions reveals no conclusions, no convergence—merely lots and lots of disjointed ideas. Certainly no decisions nor recommendations emerge. In order for decisions to result, both process and structures must be provided to move in an orderly fashion toward a mutual goal.





Two other popular EMS products, VisionQuest and IBM TeamFocus, have been replaced by GroupSystems. VisionQuest was acquired by Ventana, and the existing VisionQuest installations were upgraded to the GroupSystems product. Likewise, the IBM TeamFocus product, which was a special relabeled version of GroupSystems, has now been replaced by GS/Win.





Currently, a number of facilities within Computer Sciences Corporation are using the GS/Win product with good results. At least two other Internet-based EMS products have been publicly announced recently. GroupSystems: GLOBAL is offered by GlobalWare, Inc. in Atlanta, Georgia. It is currently available and delivery will be accomplished through various network channels, the first of which is MCI. MCI and GlobalWare will co-market this service. (For information, see GlobalWare’s homepage: www.globalware.com). Another Internet EMS tool, TCBWorks—Webware for Teams, has been developed by the Terry College of Business at the University of Georgia in Athens, Georgia. (See TCBWorks’ homepage: http://tcbworks.cba.uga.edu). These were not discussed in this article due to time and space constraints and lack of familiarity by the author.





Worldwide users can now take advantage of Lotus Notes applications over IBM’s Global Network. IBM Inter Connect for Lotus Notes provides organizations of any size with worldwide, secure access to applications, E-mail and discussion groups. IBM is also offering a novel approach to secure and monitor the use of information on the Internet. The approach employs a concept dubbed as “Cryptolopes” which embed information content into an encrypted package. When the package is “opened”, the contents are unscrambled and delivered to the intended recipient, and the content provider is compensated for (or informed about) the use of the content. These items are included here as token representations of new groupware innovations for the Internet, but which still fall short of facilitated EMS computer-assisted collaboration.





EMS Benefits and Savings





Studies involving the use of EMS show that time spent in meetings was reduced by 71 percent and calendar time required for projects relating to meetings was down 91 percent. A study at IBM based on 50 different EMS group sessions revealed average labor costs reduced by 55%. The Boeing Corporation ran an independent study to determine whether there was a good business case for the use of Electronic Meeting Systems. Over the course of one year they carefully tracked the results of 64 groups using the EMS technology to define requirements for the new 77 aircraft. They reported a return on investment of 170% for that year. The U.S. Army reported a total savings of $1 million in eight 1-week sessions to design a new Army-wide personnel tracking system. BellCore found a 66% reduction in labor costs for teams using EMS technology. The Army National Guard saved over 70% in labor costs in three IS documentation projects. Since 1991, a Marriott human resources executive has used EMS to conduct numerous meetings throughout the Marriott organization. He declared: “In my 30 years, it’s the most revolutionary thing I’ve seen for improving the quality and productivity of meetings.”





Conclusion





Distributed collaboration is much more than data sharing and threaded discussions. Emerging collaborative technology will continue to enhance the way groupwork is done. GroupSystems is recognized as the pioneer and leader in the field of collaborative electronic meeting systems products; but other impressive products are already available, and still others are sure to come. Good solutions are available, yet some people do not realize they have a problem. Companies or organizations who aggressively use distributed computer-assisted collaborative techniques to support their groupwork activities will be more profitable or more productive . . . and more likely to survive than those who do not.
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