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Expertis e a n d Collaborativ e Des ig n 

Alons o H .  Ver a (vcra@hkucc.hku.hk ) 
Rober t  L .  Wes t  (rwest@hkucc.hku.hk ) 

Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 
Thomas Kva n (tkvan@hkuarc4.arch.hku.hk ) 

Departmen t  o f  Architectur e 
The Universit y  o f  Hon g Kong ,  Hon g Kon g 

Thi s p j ^ r  describe s th e preliminar y result s o f  a  stud y 
evaluatin g th e effect s o f  compute r  mediatio n o n 
collaborativel y solvin g architectura l  desig n problems . 
Pair s o f  final  yea r  architectur e student s wer e aske d t o 
wor k o n a  landscap e desig n proble m vi a compute r 
terminals .  I n on e conditio n the y wer e allowe d t o 
communicat e wit h a n electroni c whiteboar d an d a 
chat-lin e whil e i n th e other ,  di e cha t  lin e wa s 
substitute d wit h video-conferencin g (real-tim e vide o 
and audio) .  Althoug h muc h recen t  wor k o n 
collaborativ e proble m solvin g ha s emphasize d th e 
importanc e o f  social-psychologica l  variables ,  thi s 
stud y finds  tha t  i t  i s  essentiall y di e participants '  task -
specifi c  knowledg e tha t  guide s th e flow  o f  th e 
collaboration . 

Experience d architectura l  designer s workin g 
collaborativel y o n a  proble m shoul d behav e lik e 
typica l  expert s i n an y othe r  are a o f  expertis e (se e 
Bedar d an d Chi ,  1992 ,  fo r  a n accoun t  o f  expert/novic e 
differences) .  I t  i s  clea r  that ,  i n additio n t o th e 
problem-solvin g process ,  collaboratio n wil l  als o 
involv e personality ,  emotion ,  culture ,  an d man y othe r 
socia l  /  psychologica l  factors .  W e sugges t  dia t  thes e 
do no t  pla y a n importan t  rol e i n shapin g (o t 
reshaping )  th e combine d exper t  knowledge . 
Therefore ,  althoug h contex t  effects ,  socio-cultura l 
variables ,  an d othe r  non-knowledg e leve l  individua l 
difference s wil l  influenc e man y aspect s o f  th e 
collaboratio n (e.g. ,  a s suggeste d b y Harriso n an d 
Minneman ,  1995) ,  the y shoul d no t  alte r  th e proces s 
implici t  i n th e knowledg e leve l  o f  th e participant s 

The result s o f  thi s stud y wer e ver y clear .  Subject s 
made n o attemp t  t o construc t  explici t  plan s fo r 
structurin g th e collaboratio n o r  th e task ,  eithe r  i n th e 
vide o conferencin g conditio n o r  i n th e cha t  lin e 
condition .  Instead ,  subject s simpl y bega n wor k an d 
deal t  wit h issues ,  suc h a s th e divisio n o f  labo r  an d th e 
desig n process ,  i n a n ô f  ho c manner .  However , 
despit e no t  havin g a  forma l  agreemen t  o n h o w t o 
proceed ,  subject s seeme d t o flow  naturall y fro m on e 
tas k t o th e next .  No t  onc e di d ou r  subject s reac h a n 
impass e i n decidin g th e directio n o f  th e design . 

Disagreement s wer e extremel y mino r  an d quickl y 
resolved .  I n addition ,  w e foun d a  stron g tendenc y fo r 
differen t  pair s o f  subject s t o approac h th e proble m i n 
th e sam e way ,  indicatin g a n implici t  agreemen t  aaos s 
subject s a s t o h o w t o proceed . 

I n orde r  t o evaluat e th e qualit y o f  th e finished 
produc t  w e ha d Ui e result s independentl y grade d b y 
tw o lecturer s fro m th e Universit y o f  Hon g Kon g 
Architectur e Department .  Subject s wer e grade d 
accordin g t o th e percentag e o f  th e require d desig n 
task s the y completed ,  th e degre e t o whic h the y 
satisfie d th e technica l  requirement s o f  th e task s whic h 
the y di d complete ,  an d th e overal l  qualit y o f  thei r 
design .  A  reliabilit y  analysi s reveale d a n Alph a 
coefficien t  o f  0.87 7 indicatin g tha t  al l  thre e measure s 
wer e tappin g th e sam e th e sam e construct ,  whic h w e 
assumed t o b e a  genera l  competenc y fo r  th e task . 
Takin g a n averag e o f  th e thre e measure s t o creat e a n 
overal l  score ,  th e tw o group s (vide o conferenc e versu s 
cha t  line )  showe d n o difference ,  bot h producin g a 
mean overal l  scor e o f  6  ou t  o f  10 .  Althoug h th e 
number  o f  subjec t  pair s wa s to o lo w t o rul e ou t  an y 
effec t  fo r  th e conferencin g technolog y w e coul d rul e 
out  th e existenc e o f  an y larg e systemati c effects . 

The patter n o f  problem-solvin g foun d i n thi s stud y 
reflecte d th e knowledg e th e subject s ha d (fro m thei r 
architectur e classes )  regardin g h o w t o solv e thi s kin d 
of  problem .  So ,  althoug h th e collaboratio n look s 
ver y situated ,  i t  is ,  i n realit y sh^e d an d guide d b y th e 
collaborators '  individua l  knowledg e o f  th e task . 
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