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Ackerman & Palen: “The Zephyr Help Instance”

The idea of this research is to see if the Zephyr system would, over time, promote continual use. They looked at one instance in particular, the “help” instance. Their observations were to see how successful this system would be as a CSCW system. Their reasoning was that for it to be successful that it would have to promote ongoing, continuing activity as opposed to only initial activity. This is where their study took aim.
For them to analyze the system they took log files that spanned over roughly one semester of use. This ended up providing data for a little over 90 days. From this data they looked at how people interacted within the channel as well as how questions got answered, or not, within the “Help Instance.” From looking at the logs over this period of time they found that this system works successfully despite how simple it really is. This is attributed to the fact that it is partially dependent on its technical affordances.
Because of the analysis by Ackerman and Palen we are able to see how an online environment that has no set rules per se, and is mainly guided by norms, can operate successfully over a period of time. This is important because the Zephyr system was designed purposefully to help answer user questions. So, continual use would be imperative to its survival. 
One of the unique parts of the system is that users are not obligated to answer any user submitted questions. This is a system that is dependent on the fact that users need to be willing to participate in the use of the system to make it work. If they do not, the system will not be able survive. This is one way, in which, I feel that it adds to CSCW in addition to the continuing activity mentioned above. The system also has a negotiated social order that keeps it alive and because of that, it enables it to be successful and promote ongoing activity, not just initial activity.
To me, reading this article reminded me a lot of IRC (Internet Relay Chat). I’ve spent a fair amount of time on IRC and I just couldn’t help but make the connection between Zephyr and IRC. This was especially true when reading the parts about participant interaction. There have been times when you get into a channel and ask a question and people may be active in that channel and they just do not respond. Their reasons for not responding could range from many of the points that were raised in the paper (ignorant users, question not specific enough, lechers, don’t know how to answer, etc…).
Overall, I found the article interesting. Even though it was published in 1996 many of the parts on the interaction of users within the system are still relevant today. Now, I wouldn’t say that Zephyr is a common system now, but the concepts about promoting continual use are things that I have seen in systems like IRC. But, at the time I had no idea what they were about.

Rating: 4 – It was a good read. Would be better if it was more current. 
