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Enter electronic meeting-sup-
port sof tware (EMS), a daz-
zling new collection of com-

puter tools that is revolutionizing 
meet ings as w e k n o w them. The 
so f tware is making mee t ings far 
m o r e produc t ive—even energiz-
ing and fun . And it's he lp ing to 
redefine corpora te and organiza-
tional decision making. 

EMS, also known as groupware 
or mee t ing ware , is a col lect ive 
term that refers to a suite of new 
compute r -based devices used to 
facilitate the p l a n n i n g a n d man-
agement of focus groups, execu-
tive re t rea ts , s t r a t eg i c -p l ann ing 
ses s ions , p r o d u c t - d e v e l o p m e n t 
meetings, team-building seminars, 
and o the r mee t ings a n d training 
programs. 

It's proving usefu l as a tool in 
guiding business-process reengi-
neer ing , co rpo ra t e res t ructur ing 
and c h a n g e m a n a g e m e n t , c o n -
sensus bui lding for sett ing orga-
nizational goals, and brainstorm-
ing sessions for new or long-term 
business problems. It's even find-

ing a n iche as a conf l ic t - resolu-
tion tool, largely because it helps 
to s u r f a c e i s sues a n d fac i l i t a te 
communicat ion. 

G r o u p w a r e is a b l e to d o all 
those things because it speeds the 
pace of meetings, actively engages 
participants in ways that tradition-
al meeting tools do not, and elicits 
h igher-qual i ty input f r o m at ten-
dees. It's also a great organization 
tool that he lps you focus on the 
a g e n d a and k e e p g r o u p discus-
sions on track. 

G r o u p w a r e i n c l u d e s e v e r y -
thing f rom keypad technolog ies 
such as O p t i o n F i n d e r and Con-
sensus-Bui lder (used to conduct 
a n o n y m o u s po l l ing a n d vo t ing 
within g r o u p s ) to such sophist i-
c a t e d g r o u p - f a c i l i t a t i o n t o o l s 
such as Ventana's Group Systems 
V, V i s i o n Q u e s t f r o m C o l l a -
bora t ive T e c h n o l o g i e s , a n d the 
Mee t i ng Room f r o m E d e n Sys-
tems. 

EMS technology enables facili-
t a t o r s to pol l m e e t i n g pa r t i c i -
pants; cap tu re large a m o u n t s of 

verbat im feedback ; d o statistical 
analyses of voting and polling re-
sults; and create detailed reports 
for research, management , or ac-
tion planning. 

Electronically linked 
H o w d o you use g roupware in a 
meet ing or group-facilitation ses-
sion? Basically, you begin wi th 
laptop computers linked together 
in a classroom environment via a 
loca l a r e a n e t w o r k . A t y p i c a l 
g r o u p w a r e sess ion uses a large 
screen at the front of the room— 
an "electronic flipchart" that dis-
plays participant responses. 

Some organizations have dedi-
c a t e d EMS fac i l i t i es , but m a n y 
EMS s u p p l i e r s — i n c l u d i n g Ven-
t a n a — a l s o o f f e r p o r t a b l e EMS 
systems. With a coup l e of hours 
set-up time, meet ing planners can 
use such systems in field off ices 
and plant. Once set u p in a meet-
ing room, g r o u p w a r e a l lows all 
m e e t i n g pa r t i c ipan t s to interact 
e l e c t r o n i c a l l y wi th e a c h o t h e r 
and with the facilitator. 

B Y J I M C L A R K A N D R I C H A R D K O O N C E 
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Face- to- face d i scuss ion can still 
t a k e p l a c e , but p a r t i c i p a n t s a l s o 
spend much of their meeting time us-
ing laptops to respond to questions, 
to ho ld g r o u p d i s cus s ions , a n d to 
jointly create work documents such 
as marketing plans and mission state-
ments. 

Participants can either he located 
in one meeting room or geographical-
ly dispersed. Depending on the sys-
tem c o n f i g u r a t i o n , any n u m b e r of 
participants can take part in a group-
ware session. 

A strategic-planning tool 
Let's say, for example, that your com-
p a n y ' s s e n i o r - m a n a g e m e n t t e a m 
needs to d o in-depth strategic plan-
ning to posit ion the c o m p a n y for a 
n e w c o m p e t i t i v e m a r k e t . But you 
have only a few hours at an executive 
retreat to elicit ideas and approaches 
from attendees, and manually writing 

ideas on flipcharts is too tedious and 
inefficient. 

Groupware can help manage such 
a meeting by capturing verbatim data 
from participants simultaneously. For 
example, participants can respond via 
laptop to open-ended questions in as 
much detail as time permits, and then 
can work together to construct such 
documents as market ing objectives, 
sales plans , p roduct - ro l lou t sched-
u les , a n d i m p l e m e n t a t i o n t ime 
frames. Groupware also lets you or-
g a n i z e p a r t i c i p a n t i n p u t in to ba r 
graphs, charts, file folders, and hierar-
chical decision trees—both on partici-
pants ' laptops and on a central dis-
play screen. 

Recently, a $5 billion bank holding 
company used groupware to do some 
m u c h - n e e d e d strategic p lann ing as 
part of a major reengineering effort. 

Specifically, a he te rogeneous g roup 
of bank leaders (including everyone 
from the CEO to midlevel bank man-
a g e r s ) u s e d it to bui ld c o n s e n s u s 
a round key bus iness priorit ies that 
the bank had to implement in order 
to stay profitable. 

That was no small feat; there were 
significant disagreements among the 
managers abou t h o w to accomplish 
their goal. 

In keep ing with the bank 's time-
honored philosophy of relying heavi-
ly on traditional branch operations to 
serve customers, one group inside the 
bank (consisting of several top bank 
execut ives) w a n t e d to decent ra l ize 
bank opera t ions so regional offices 
did more of their o w n work. Those 
m a n a g e r s w e r e p u s h i n g fo r a re-
n e w e d e m p h a s i s on p r e m i e r cus -
tomer service at the branch level, us-
ing n u m e r o u s te l lers a n d a s t rong 
emphas i s on "small- town" fr iendli-

ness to se rve a tradi-
tional customer base. 

O t h e r s in the b a n k 
disagreed with that ap-
proach, calling it out-
moded. irrelevant, and 
impractical to sustain 
in an a g e of m e g a -
mergers and electronic 
banking. Members of 
this group felt that the 
b a n k , w h i c h had re-
cently c o m e th rough 
tough financial times, 
n e e d e d to t ighten its 

operat ions and hold branches more 
c lose ly a c c o u n t a b l e to c o r p o r a t e -
wide policies and procedures . They 
b e l i e v e d tha t t he b a n k ' s r eg iona l 
management lacked the skills to man-
age operat ions effectively without a 
strong guiding hand from company-
headquarters. 

Meeting participants used group-
ware—specifically, a feature that al-
lows people to answer quest ions or 
r e spond to s ta tements a n o n y m o u s -
ly—to e x p r e s s the i r real o p i n i o n s 
about what the bank needed to do. 

"We got all t h e s e p e o p l e into a 
room, many of w h o m had different 
points of view on how best to pro-
ceed," says the facilitator. Wood Park-
er. "We had the chairman and a broad 
mix of both senior- and junior-level 
managers, the latter of whom in some 
cases would have been reluctant to 

e x p r e s s thei r o p i n i o n s in an o p e n 
meeting," 

With the anonymity allowed by the 
EMS technology, participants felt free 
to s h a r e w h a t w a s rea l ly on the i r 
minds. As a result, they were able to 
c o m e u p with plans that addressed 
everyone's concerns. 

" O n c e e v e r y b o d y put his or he r 
cards on the table," says Parker, "we 
w e r e ab l e to work t h r o u g h d i f fe r -
ences . fo rge consensus about wha t 
had to occur next, and plan action 
steps to make it happen. It accelerat-
ed everyone ' s decision making and 
action planning." 

In the short term, the group decid-
ed lo focus on au tomat ing and up-
g r a d i n g a c c o u n t m a n a g e m e n t a n d 
customer-transaction systems in the 
b ranches . To d o that, it d e v e l o p e d 
and voted on a list of action items to 
boost the efficiency of branch offices. 

In the long term, members of the 
cross-functional and cross-level task 
force determined that the bank need-
ed to reduce significantly its reliance 
on traditional branch operations and 
move toward greater dependence on 
automatic teller machines, phone sys-
tems, b a n k i n g - f r o m - h o m e systems, 
and other tools typically used by large 
banks to manage retail accounts and 
minimize costs. 

"What g r o u p w a r e d id h e r e w a s 
help team members take ownersh ip 
of the s trategic-planning process in 
ways they had never d o n e before ," 
says Parker. 

"Because people were able to ex-
p r e s s t h e m s e l v e s h o n e s t l y , it e n -
hanced the group's ability to come to 
consensus. The use of groupware in 
this situation actually acted as an en-
gagement device to elicit people's in-
vo lvemen t in the dec i s i on -mak ing 
process, and as a consequence gener-
ated higher-quality input from people 
than would have been possible in a 
traditional strategic-planning session." 

Anonymous input 
As the previous example illustrates, 
o n e of t he key b e n e f i t s of u s i n g 
groupware in a meeting (besides col-
lecting information) is that it enables 
participants to interact and contribute 
t h o u g h t s , i deas , s u g g e s t i o n s , a n d 
feedback anonymously. So its use in a 
mee t ing can serve as a catalyst fo r 
conversations about politically sensi-
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tive issues, about thorny workp lace 
p r o b l e m s , o r a b o u t s i t u a t i o n s in 
w h i c h g r o u p p a r t i c i p a n t s f e a r t he 
c o n s e q u e n c e s if t h e y s p e a k the i r 
minds. 

Let's say. for example , that your 
company is interested in brainstorm-
ing the best way to reengineer core 
work processes. 

You need to capture detailed infor-
m a t i o n f r o m f r o n t l i n e e m p l o y e e s 
a b o u t w h a t ' s i n v o l v e d in d o i n g it 
right. But that means eliciting infor-
mation that may aggravate turf battles 
and political squabbles within an or-
ganization. Getting it out in the open 
could reveal the folly of past business 
decisions or highlight the weaknesses 
of cu r r en t t e c h n o l o g y or b u s i n e s s 
practices. 

In cases like that, the use of group-
ware can coax candid comments from 
shy or reluctant employees about the 
root causes of productivity or work-
process problems. As a result, you may 
he able to assemble an arsenal of de-
tailed information that you can use to 
build a business case for organizational 
change or to solve productivity and 
performance problems in new ways. 

A tool for focus groups 
Rec e n t l y , f ive f o c u s g r o u p s u s e d 
groupware at the warehouse facilities 
of a large midwestern company. The 
focus groups were organized to help 
identify the causes of inventory-con-
trol problems, believed to stem from 
a n e w computer ized inventory-con-
trol system instituted the year before. 

T o p m a n a g e m e n t k n e w that the 
c o r p o r a t e c u l t u r e d i d n ' t a l low for 
forthright, face- to-face communica -
t ion of ideas , o p i n i o n s , and c o m -
ments about the newly implemented 
sys tem by e m p l o y e e s w h o used it 
every day. Indeed, employees feared 
personal retribution if they spoke out 
about the system's flaws. 

So plant managers used groupware 
to elicit peoples ' true feelings about 
the system. Specifically, management 
w a n t e d to k n o w what p e o p l e per -
c e i v e d as t he w e a k n e s s e s a n d 
s t r eng ths of the sys tem. Manage r s 
w a n t e d to i den t i fy s p e c i f i c w o r k -
process problems, ways they could 
be fixed (from the user's perspective), 
and the kinds of stresses system users 
felt as a result of the system's imple-
mentation the year before. 

E M P L O Y F. F. S 

F E A R E D P E R S O N A L 
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Four days of focus groups yielded 
a treasure trove of data, both qualita-
tive and quantitative. Sessions identi-
fied not only the true nature of busi-
ness p rob l ems in the organiza t ion , 
but also perspectives on why the new 
sys tem wasn ' t w o r k i n g . The f o c u s 
groups revealed that people in the or-
ganization found the system to be too 
complex, 'user-unfriendly," and diffi-
cult to use to track inventory. 

Moreover , the mee t ing so f twa re 
captured in rich (and at times color-
ful) detail the employee cynicism that 
existed not only about the system, but 
about top management 's approach to 
dealing with line problems. 

Finally, focus-group data revealed 
that employees believed there were 
multiple causes for the organization's 
excess inventory problems, and that 
only one of those causes was related 
to technology. 

For example , employees said the 
c o m p a n y didn ' t g ive t hem e n o u g h 
t r a in ing on the s y s t e m . They sa id 
there were numerous "disconnects" in 
the company's distribution and inven-
t o r y - m a n a g e m e n t w o r k p roces ses , 
which prevented adequate inventory 
control. 

Those f indings were of particular 
interest . T o p m a n a g e m e n t had be-
lieved that the problem had only one 
cause, but the focus-group f indings 
unea r thed mult iple causes . T h e in-
ventory-control problems were more 
systemic than managers had realized. 
Without the volume and nuances of 
e m p l o y e e feedback that the group-
ware t echno logy had cap tu r ed , it's 
unlikely that the firm would have ful-
ly grasped the depth and severity of 
the problems. 

Now the c o m p a n y is reassess ing 
not only the use of its current inven-
tory-control and management system, 

but also the processes that relate to 
product sh ipping and handling and 
employee development and training. 
The organization has come to view its 
work-process problems from a multi-
dimensional perspective—and all as a 
result of the f eedback generated by 
EMS technology. 

Groupware for consensus 
building 
Besides helping teams to brainstorm 
and solve problems, groupware also 
allows you to conduct polls, to take 
votes, to d o rank-order exercises to 
help set business goals and priorities, 
and to generate quantitative data and 
r e p o r t s f r o m v o t i n g a n d p o l l i n g 
results. 

According to Craig Petrun. group-
ware can help a firm "collect both nu-
merical and qualitative data from peo-
ple, organize and analyze it in many 
different ways, and use it for a wide 
variety of purposes . " Petrun. an in-
dustrial psychologist, is an expert on 
the use of groupware for making crit-
ical business decisions. 

"Depending on how questions are 
structured," explains Petrun. "you can 
g e n e r a t e r e p o r t s that p r o v i d e you 
with statistics about how participants 
voted, what the spread of responses 
was across a set of alternatives, and 
more. The findings can be easily and 
qu ick ly a s s e m b l e d as pr in t -out re-
ports, based on a day's (or a week 's 
or a month 's) worth of focus groups 
and used as statistical indicators to 
s u p p o r t imp lemen ta t ion of c h a n g e 
initiatives, newr corporate-policy ob-
jectives, or other activities," 

Still another benefit of groupware, 
says Petrun, is that other tools in the 
typical groupware "toolbox"—capabili-
ties that let participants freely associate 
ideas or deve lop common language 
around key concepts—al low you to 
capture the nuances of individual par-
ticipants' views about the organization. 

Says Petrun: "This can be extreme-
ly impor tant informat ion to have if 
y o u ' r e t r y i n g to b u i l d c o n s e n s u s 
about a course of action, a new man-
agement app roach that needs to be 
taken, or other efforts and activities 
that require a unified and concerted 
effort among peop le or depar tments 
in an organization." 

Pe t run be l i eves that g r o u p w a r e 
technology can be pivotal in helping 
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to build consensus among the mem-
bers of cross-functional g roups w h o 
are forced to work toge ther for the 
first time. 

Tackling the challenge of 
change 
As organizations continue to struggle 
wi th c h a n g e - m a n a g e m e n t i s sues , 
groupware seems destined to have an 
important role to play—both in help-
ing organizat ions to restructure and 
reengineer themselves and in helping 
them redesign specific work process-
es based on new and emerging best 
practices. 

A u t i l i ty c o m p a n y wi th a b o u t 
20,000 employees recently had con-
cerns about its upcoming implemen-
tation of a new financial-management 
system. Would the implementation go 
smoothly? How could managemen t 
introduce best practices to ensure that 
the new system would help the firm 
manage costs and would provide em-
p l o y e e s with key d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g 
tools? 

The c o m p a n y was de te rmined to 
see significant savings and competi-
tive advantages from the new system. 

Management had committed itself to 
r e e n g i n e e r i n g the w a y it p l a n n e d , 
budgeted, and analyzed performance. 

But to make it all work, employees 
and other system users had to devel-
o p m e n t c o m m i t m e n t , a s we l l . So 
groupware was used to identify needs 
a n d bu i l d c o n s e n s u s a b o u t w h a t 
would constitute best practices within 
the organization. 

The technology he lped a sen ior -
management team envision the goals 
and objectives of the system's imple-
mentation and set some priorities. It 
also helped the team focus on how to 
gain employee support and involve-
ment when introducing new business 
practices. 

Attendees at a special focus-group 
session answered key questions using 
the rank-order ing tool of Ventana 's 
Group Systems V software. The facili-
t a to r a s k e d c o m p a n y m a n a g e r s to 
identify the new system's most impor-
tant functions for managing costs ef-
fectively. Among other things, partici-
p a n t s sa id t he n e w sys tem had to 
provide people with proact ive cost-
management tools. At the same time, 
it had to provide managers with the 

information they needed for making 
critical business decisions. 

Next , t he g r o u p r a n k e d 1 1 key-
items identified in earlier brainstorm-
ing efforts as crucial to effective sys-
tem implementation. 

Among other things, part icipants 
a g r e e d tha t t h e c o m p a n y h a d to 
change its work processes in signifi-
cant ways. For starters, it had to great-
ly compress the cycle lime for plan-
ning and budgeting. It had to assign 
ownership of work processes to each 
of t he c o r p o r a t i o n ' s key ope ra t i ng 
companies. And all employees had to 
understand clearly the organization's 
p lans for mak ing process improve-
ments. 

In an effort to bring employee be-
haviors and actions into tighter align-
ment with corporate goals, the facili-
tator asked focus-group participants 
to r a n k - o r d e r i tems rela t ing to t he 
c o m p a n y ' s p e r f o r m a n c e ana lys i s . 
Again, participants came up with a list 
of behaviors and practices to change 
in order to ensure successful system 
implementation. 

What 's the message in that exam-
ple? Simply that groupware served as 
an important catalyst in helping mem-
bers of a c ross - func t iona l g r o u p of 
top executives envision their roles as 
sponsors of change in their organiza-
tion. It helped them create an action 
plan to establish processes and prac-
tices to support and sustain effective 
implementa t ion of the new system. 
And all of that was accomplished in 
less than one business day—in part, 
because of the technology! 

All kinds of groups 
In the examples cited above, group-
ware was used to achieve consensus 
and establish action plans in largely 
heterogeneous groups. 

Participants in Parker 's bank ses-
sion, for example, included a cross-
sec t ion of bank p e r s o n n e l ranging 
from the CEO to junior managers. The 
g r o u p at the utility c o m p a n y c o n -
sisted of execut ives , widely distrib-
uted geographically, w h o had rarely 
w o r k e d t o g e t h e r w i t h a c o m m o n 
purpose. 

But groupware can also be used in 
h o m o g e n e o u s g r o u p s i tuat ions—to 
brainstorm and set priorities for an or-
ganization: to refine action plans and 
key implementation steps for initial-

When and Where To Use Groupware 
What's the best use of groupware in 
your organization? Its applications 
in the workplace are bound only by 
your imagination and your aware-
ness of the issues your organization 
must address in o rder to b e c o m e 
m o r e p r o d u c t i v e a n d m o r e prof -
itable. 

When your o rgan iza t ion has a 
problem to solve, objectives to clar-
ify, or quest ions to answer, group-
ware is a su i tab le tool to use for 
informat ion gather ing, consensus 
building, mission clarifying, or team 
building. 

O n e of the biggest benef i t s of 
using groupware is that it provides 
you with multiple ways to manipu-
late data and information. You can 
use information to chart a plan of 
action, build organizational consen-
sus, or accomplish other organiza-
tional goals. 

Certainly, as organizations deal 
with change, groupware provides a 
ready means to identify key chal-
lenges, necessary object ives , and 

cr i t ical m i l e s t o n e s that mus t be 
achieved to initiate and sustain or-
ganizational changes. 

Mere are other potential oppor-
tunities and applications for using 
groupware in your organization: 
I organiza t ional mission and vi-
sion development 
I business-process reengineering 
I strategic planning 
ft team building 
l organizational reinvention 
» d e s i g n a n d d e v e l o p m e n t of 
training programs 
l conflict resolution 
l change management 
ft organizational restructuring and 
downsizing 
l d e v e l o p m e n t of p r o g r a m s for 
organizational survivors 
ft t o t a l - q u a l i t y m a n a g e m e n t o r 
w o r k - p r o c e s s i m p r o v e m e n t a n d 
redesign 
• e m p l o y e e s u r v e y s a n d f o c u s 
groups 
ft definition of information-systems 
requirements. 
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ing new projects; or to troubleshoot 
p roduc t ion , d is t r ibut ion, and even 
customer-service problems. 

In the large midwestern company, 
for example, the groups were largely 
h o m o g e n e o u s — a l l we re users of a 
problematic computer system. 

Depending on the ou tcomes you 
want from a meeting, you may want 
to consider both heterogeneous and 
homogeneous groups. 

Regardless of the makeup of your 
audience, you should consider certain 
factors if you're thinking about using 
groupware. 

No substitute for people power 
Whether you are facilitating a group 
session with a cross-level and cross-
functional working group, or dealing 
with an audience made up entirely of 
salespeople , senior executives, cus-
tomer-service reps, government offi-
cials. or staff people in a nonprofit or-
ganization, don't make the mistake of 
relying on EMS technology as a sub-
stitute for effective human facilitation 
of a meeting. 

The kind of meeting you are facili-
tating will determine the amount of 
face-to-face group interaction needed 
in the session. If you're conducting a 
strategic-planning session, for exam-
ple, you'll probably follow up each 
ques t ion with v igorous g r o u p dis-
cuss ion : pa r t i c ipan t s can r e s p o n d 
electronically. 

In other cases—for example, when 
you are conducting brief focus-group 
sessions—your primary goal may be 
simply to capture a lot of detailed in-
formation. In such sessions, it's more 
important to give participants plenty 
of time at their o w n terminals to re-
spond to each question. 

Many people in business, industry, 
and the public sector have had only 
limited e x p o s u r e to EMS technolo-
gy—though more and more are learn-
ing and using it. Because the use of 
the technology is still relatively new. 
the role of the human facilitator in ef-
fectively guiding a groupware session 
is critically important. 

Here are some things to k e e p in 
mind if you plan to use groupware in 
your organization and will be acting 
as a groupware facilitator: 

Be p r e p a r e d to dea l wi th t h e 
technophobia of meeting at tendees. 
Some group participants will be un-

G R O U P W A R E 

T E N D S T O 

BE Q U I T E 

U S E R - F R I E N D L Y 

comfortable using a computer termi-
nal. G r o u p w a r e t e n d s to be q u i t e 
use r - f r i end ly—even for those w h o 
migh t d e s c r i b e t h e m s e l v e s as 
" t echno -peasan t s "—but you' l l still 
need to spend time acquainting par-
ticipants with the technology. 

You m a y w a n t to g ive a quick-
overview of the equipment at the be-
ginning of a session, with the help of 
a technology expert as a co-facilitator. 

Famil iar ize a t t e n d e e s with how 
voting is done . Teach them how to 
send answers and comments to the 
cen t ra l d i sp lay s c r e e n . And show 
them that they can see what others 
are writing, not only from the main 
screen at the front of the room, but 
from their own terminals as well. 

Once the session is underway, you 
will want to monitor participants as 
they vote and as they move among 
"file folders" to answer the questions. 

Guiding participants in those ways 
w ill help make the groupware tech-
nology seem "transparent" to them. 
The purpose of the meeting format, 
after all, isn't to dwell on the technol-
ogy: it's to use the technology to en-
hance the group process, to gather in-
formation. to elicit peoples' thoughts 
and ideas , and to e n g a g e them in 
electronic dia logue. 

Don't be a slave to the technology. 
S o m e fac i l i t a to r s , a c c u s t o m e d to 
w o r k i n g in traditional t raining set-
tings. initially feel upstaged by group-
ware technology—largely because it 
eliminates the need to steer all group 
conversation personally and to record 
responses. 

G r o u p w a r e does not completely 
transform the facilitator's role. But it 
d o e s e n h a n c e that ro le . You n o 
longer have to wri te r e sponses on 
flipcharts, but you d o have to know 
the EMS technology well enough to 
answer quest ions about it. And you 
h a v e to k n o w t h e s o f t w a r e well 
e n o u g h to k n o w h o w to s t ruc tu re 
questions for participants to answer 
through the EMS system. 

As you would in any meet ing or 
training session, be su re to set the 
s t a g e a n d e x p e c t a t i o n s fo r you r 
groupware session. 

Learn the g roupware technology 
and its capabilities before you actual-
ly facilitate a session with it! In fact, 
it's best to observe a session before 
trying to lead one yourself. Become 
thoroughly familiar with the capabili-
ties of different EMS system. 

For example, how do you want to 
combine the use of the EMS technolo-
gy with any lecture that you plan to 
deliver? How can EMS techno logy 
best serve the desired ou tcomes of 
your focus group? 

Answering such questions will dic-
tate the specific EMS tools that you 
choose to use with your g roup and 
the kinds of data you want to collect 
and synthesize. 

Work closely with your co-facil-
itator, the t echnology specialist. In 
prepar ing to facilitate a g roupware 
session, it's important to spend time 
with the technician who will operate 
the groupware equipment . Together 
you need to deve lop a templa te of 
questions to ask respondents. 

You also need to understand your 
role and the technician's role in the 
groupwa re session. 

Your role will most likely be that 
of lead facilitator, designing the pro-
gram or session to meet the session's 
objectives. It is the technology spe-
cialist w h o typically worr ies abou t 

Tips for Using Groupware 
• Expect some technophobia. 
I Don' t be a slave to the tech-
nology. 
ft Learn the t echnology before 
the session. 
ft Work with technology experts, 
ft Make the groupware work for 
you. 
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equipment setup and the actual collec-
tion and organization of information. 
And it is the technology specialist w h o 
c o m p i l e s t h e f i n d i n g s a n d r e p o r t s 
them at the end of the session. 

Learn h o w you can best use group-
ware ' s inheren t flexibility and user-
friendliness to suit your o w n training 
style. You will p r o b a b l y p r e p a r e a 
format or set of q u e s t i o n s a h e a d of 

time, but you may want to tweak or 
redes ign your g r o u p w a r e sess ion in 
m idc ' ou r se , p e r h a p s a f t e r t h e f i rs t 
m o r n i n g of a t w o - d a y p r o g r a m . 
Again , you ' l l w a n t to w o r k c lose ly 
with the technology expert to recraft 
t h e s e s s i o n f o r m a t , d e v e l o p n e w 
questions, or change the kinds of vot-
ing and rank-order ing exercises you 
choose to use. 

For example , dur ing a g r o u p w a r e 
m e e t i n g , p a r t i c i p a n t s may b e c o n -
f u s e d a b o u t h o w to a n s w e r cer ta in 
q u e s t i o n s . W h e n that h a p p e n s , the 
fac i l i t a to r might c h o o s e to r e w o r d 
those ques t ions midway through the 
s e s s i o n . In s o m e c a s e s , you migh t 
even add new quest ions to the origi-
nal set. 

But a v o i d t o o m u c h r ev i s ion of 
your q u e s t i o n s and format , par t icu-
larly if you ' r e conduc t ing a series of 
p r o g r a m s o r s e s s i o n s o v e r s e v e r a l 
days. 

Generally, one of your goals in us-
ing g r o u p w a r e is t o c o m p i l e da t a 
f r o m d i f f e ren t g r o u p w a r e sess ions , 
s ince the t e c h n o l o g y m a k e s that s o 
easy to do. But aggregated data is sig-
nificant only if you use ques t ions or 
i s sue s tha t r ema in fair ly cons i s t en t 
t h roughou t the different sessions, so 
beware of changing too much. 

Limit less potent ia l 
T h e flexibili ty of g r o u p w a r e and its 
potential to e n h a n c e both the dynam-
ics and o u t c o m e s of mee t ings is al-
most limitless. Groupware is particu-
larly useful for organizations that are 
grappling with issues of productivity, 
profitability, and organizational effec-
tiveness. 

Electronic mee t ing - suppor t tech-
no logy is not just a sens ib le tool to 
u s e in b r a i n s t o r m i n g p r o b l e m s o r 
c h a r t i n g n e w o rgan i za t i ona l d i rec -
tions; it's an integral e lement for ad-
dressing the issues and problems that 
face your organiza t ion , depa r tmen t , 
or work group. • 
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• Facilitates deaf and concise 
on-line capturing of team ideas 
and knowledge during the 
meeting - no more flipcharts 

• Focuses discussions and keeps 
the agenda on track 

• Expedites informed decision 
making 

• Formats minutes for print 
and/or electronic dissemination 

• Reduces conflict and politics 

• Provides easy access to over 
one hundred powerful 
facilitation tools & techniques 

• Documents and organizes 
actions by owner and timing 

• Allows immediate evaluation of 
meeting performance 

• Works in Mac OS and Microsoft 
Windows environments 

• Eliminates unnecessary 
meetings 

For more information, call SOLTEC, INC. 
671 E. Big Beaver Road • Suite 205 • Troy, Ml 48083 
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